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In Hamilton in the early twentieth century, workers and their families could and did
attend churches that were predominantly working class. These churches were simple
and modest, were managed and financially sustained by their working-class congre-
gations, offered an old-fashioned evangelical message on Sunday mornings, and
provided a rich and diverse associational life. While these churches attracted
working-class families, gender and marital status influenced individuals’ partici-
pation. Church members were more likely to be women than men, and married
rather than single. Many families also had irregular contact with the church;
parents who were not church members, for example, often chose to baptize their
children and send them to Sunday School. Church attendance was only one
aspect of the religious life of Hamilton’s working-class families.
Au de´but du XXe sie`cle, les travailleurs de Hamilton et leurs familles pouvaient fre´-
quenter et fre´quentaient des e´glises dont les paroissiens provenaient surtout de la
classe ouvrie`re. Il s’agissait d’e´glises simples et modestes qui e´taient ge´re´es et finan-
ce´es par des assemble´es de fide`les de la classe ouvrie`re, preˆchaient un message e´van-
ge´lique traditionnel les dimanches matins et offraient une vie associative riche et
diversifie´e. Certes, ces e´glises attiraient des familles de la classe ouvrie`re, mais la par-
ticipation des gens de´pendait e´galement de leur sexe et de leur e´tat matrimonial. Les
fide`les e´taient plus susceptibles d’eˆtre des femmes que des hommes et marie´s que
ce´libataires. Beaucoup de familles ne fre´quentaient e´galement que sporadiquement
l’e´glise; les parents qui n’en e´taient pas membres, par exemple, choisissaient souvent
de baptiser leurs enfants et de les envoyer a` l’e´cole du dimanche. La fre´quentation
de l’e´glise n’e´tait qu’un des aspects de la vie religieuse des familles de la classe ouv-
rie`re de Hamilton.
* Melissa Turkstra completed her PhD in History at York University. Her dissertation looks at
Christianity and the working class in early-twentieth-century English Canada.
A WORKINGMEN’s meeting at James Street Baptist Church in
Hamilton, Ontario, in December 1900 debated the absence of working-
men in the city’s churches. According to reports, the meeting focused pri-
marily on the different factors discouraging their attendance. However,
candid discussions revealed that there was in fact a great deal of
working-class involvement in churches. One worker questioned why work-
ingmen were being singled out because, in his opinion, they were just as
likely to attend church regularly as professionals and businessmen.
Samuel Landers, future editor of the Hamilton Labor News, also acknowl-
edged that a few churches in the city attracted workingmen.1 Of course, the
fact that this meeting specifically targeted workingmen suggests that
working-class women were not estranged from church. These hints of
working-class involvement in Hamilton’s churches warrant a fuller investi-
gation of working-class church life in the city.
The religious dimensions of working-class life and belief have recently
started to attract the attention of historians in Canada. Several studies
have focused on working-class religiosity outside the mainstream churches
and on the attraction of the working class to an old-fashioned evangelical-
ism. Eric Crouse’s work on urban revivals and revival meetings in saloons
and at the factory gates in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
in Ontario, Lynne Marks’s examination of the “blood and fire” revivalism
of the Salvation Army, Ken Draper’s research on the Christian Workers’
Church in Hamilton, and Norman Knowles’s study of religious life in
the mining communities of Crowsnest Pass all demonstrate that evangeli-
cal Protestantism remained an important part of the popular culture of the
working class.2 Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau have also found that
in Winnipeg this old-time evangelicalism was an important component of
mainstream churches with large working-class constituencies.3
While these studies have provided important insight into working-class
piety, working-class involvement in churches has received less attention.
1 Hamilton Spectator, December 13, 1900; Hamilton Times, December 13, 1900.
2 Eric Crouse, “Revivalism for the Working Class? American Methodist Evangelists in Late-
nineteenth-century Urban Ontario,” Ontario History, vol. 91, no. 1 (Spring 1999), pp. 21–37, and
“They ‘left us pretty much as we were’: American Saloon/Factory Evangelists and Canadian
Working Men in the Early Twentieth Century,” Canadian Society of Church History Historical
Papers 1999 (June 1999), pp. 51–72; Kenneth Draper, “A People’s Religion: P. W. Philpott and the
Hamilton Christian Workers’ Church,” Histoire sociale/Social History, vol. 31, no. 71 (May 2003),
pp. 99–121; Lynne Marks, “The Knights of Labor and Salvation Army: Religion and Working-class
Culture in Ontario, 1882–1890,” Labour/Le Travail, vol. 28 (Fall 1991), pp. 89–127; Norman
Knowles, “Christ in the Crowsnest: Religion and the Anglo-Protestant Working Class in the
Crowsnest Pass, 1898–1918,” in Michael Behiels and Marcel Martel, eds., Nation, Ideas, Identities:
Essays in Honour of Ramsay Cook (Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 57–71.
3 Michael Gauvreau and Nancy Christie, “The World of the Common People is Filled with Religious
Fervour,” in G. A. Rawlyk, ed., Aspects of the Canadian Evangelical Experience (Montreal and
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997), pp. 337–350.
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Lynne Marks’s path-breaking study of the interrelationship of class,
gender, and religion in late-nineteenth-century small-town Ontario has
provided the best insight into working-class church involvement.4 Her
impressive quantitative and qualitative analysis uncovers the role of reli-
gion in the lives of married and single men and women from different
class backgrounds. While Marks’s study provides an important portrait
of working-class church life, it does not look at working-class involvement
in mainstream churches in large urban industrial centres.5 Marks herself, in
the conclusion of her study, raises the question of whether the small-town
experience was unique or representative of patterns in large urban centres
and admits that one obvious difference was that workers in cities could and
did worship in churches that were predominantly working class.6
Working-class involvement in church and the religious dimensions of
workers’ lives in general have received much more attention from
British and American historians who have convincingly demonstrated
that the working class was not less religious than the middle class, but reli-
gious in different ways. These historians focus on religious beliefs and prac-
tices. At the core of this approach is the rejection of church attendance as
an accurate gauge of religiosity. As British historian Hugh McLeod argues,
quantitative analysis tells us about “the extent and distribution of attach-
ment to the various churches,” but it does not tell us about religious
belief or unbelief.7 In addition to the formal connections of church mem-
bership, this literature urges historians to capture the more informal ways
the working class expressed their piety and religious beliefs. It considers
the more irregular contacts with the churches, what British historian
Callum Brown characterizes as “a society of religious belonging without
high worshipping.”8 This might include participating in the rites of
passage and sending children to Sunday School, as well as the social, rec-
reational, and cultural uses of the churches. This literature also acknowl-
edges that certain family members, namely women and youth, were
most likely to be involved in the church. It also considers private
4 Lynne Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure, and Identity in Late-nineteenth-century
Small-town Ontario (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996). See also Doris O’Dell, “The
Class Character of Church Participation in Late Nineteenth-century Belleville, Ontario” (PhD
thesis, Queen’s University, 1990).
5 A few studies have looked at mainstream churches with large working-class constituencies in large
urban industrial centres. See Edward Smith, “Working-Class Anglicans: Religion and Identity in
Victorian and Edwardian Hamilton, Ontario,” Histoire sociale/Social History, vol. 31, no. 71 (May
2003), pp. 123–144; George Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches in
Hamilton, Ontario, 1875–1925” (Master’s thesis, Queen’s University, 1999).
6 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 216.
7 Hugh McLeod, Secularisation in Western Europe, 1848–1914 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000),
p. 173.
8 Callum Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularization, 1800–2000 (New York
and London: Routledge, 2000), p. 163.
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expressions of religiosity in the home, including saying grace, singing
hymns, reading from the family Bible, the presence of religious magazines
and pictures, family rules about no games or work on Sundays, or simply
living life according to Christian values.9 Sarah Williams’s examination of
the expressions of religiosity in popular culture in Southwark in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century is an excellent example of this
new approach. Instead of using sources like church membership lists, she
relies on oral history, local newspapers, and street literature to understand
how the working class viewed religion. She found that the working class
had its own understanding of what it meant to be religious and mingled
folk religion with church-based customs.10 Williams’s research fits closely
with Robert Orsi’s assertion that we need to start with people’s percep-
tions and values if we are to understand their religious practices and atti-
tudes.11 He argues that religion is part of a lived experience of everyday
life, not limited to churches but found in workplaces, homes, and streets.
He proposes here a closer examination of “lived religion,” that is, “reli-
gious practice and imagination in ongoing, dynamic relation with the rea-
lities and structures of everyday life in particular times and places.”12
Calvin Presbyterian Church, located in the heart of a working-class
neighbourhood in the northern part of Hamilton, Ontario, is the focal
point of this study of working-class church life in the early twentieth
century. Other working-class churches in the city, which shared many of
the same features as Calvin, are also included to provide a more compre-
hensive picture. I have purposely chosen an urban industrial setting to
look at working-class church life because here workers could choose to
worship in predominantly working-class churches. Demonstrating that
there were churches with large working-class constituencies, however, is
only the first step in understanding working-class church life. Following
the direction for studying the working class and religion offered recently
by Canadian historians, as well as the rich historiography on this subject
in Britain and the United States, I also examine how other social
9 For some very good examples of this approach, see Brown, The Death of Christian Britain; McLeod,
Secularisation in Western Europe; Hugh McLeod, Religion and the Working Class in Nineteenth
Century Britain (London: Macmillan, 1994); Sarah Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture
in Southwark, c. 1880–1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); S. J. D. Green, Religion in
the Age of Decline: Organisation and Experience in Industrial Yorkshire, 1870–1920 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996); A. J. Ainsworth, “Religion in the Working-Class Community
and the Evolution of Socialism in Late Nineteenth Century Lancashire: A Case of Working-class
Consciousness,” Histoire sociale/Social History, vol. 10, no. 20 (November 1977), pp. 354–380. For
the United States, see Mark Schantz, Piety in Providence: Class Dimensions of Religious
Experience in Antebellum Rhode Island (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000).
10 Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, p. 58.
11 Robert Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880–1950 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), p. xliv.
12 Ibid., p. xiii.
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identifiers like gender, marital status, and skill influenced working-class
involvement in churches. I consider both the formal and informal ways
the working class participated in church life and what specifically drew
the working class to these churches. This study shows that this group incor-
porated Christianity into their lives in specifically working-class ways.
Hamilton is a good candidate for the study of the relationship between
religion and class. During the pivotal period of the Second Industrial
Revolution, this medium-sized urban centre was transformed into an
industrial city that saw specialization of production, as well as the concen-
tration of production into huge factories that extended to the eastern sec-
tions of the city.13 This industrial expansion required the recruitment of
new pools of labour, leading to a dramatic increase in the city’s population
from 52,634 in 1900 to 155,547 in 1931. Immigrants made up two-fifths of
Hamilton’s population; while three-quarters of these immigrants were
from the United Kingdom, a new wave of immigrants arrived from
southern and eastern Europe.14 In comparison to American industrial
cities and Canadian industrial cities like Winnipeg, Hamilton had a
much smaller number of immigrants.15 Also, with the exception of a tiny
group of middle-class professionals, Hamilton was a city dominated by
factory workers and their employers who lived largely separate private
lives and, in most cases, attended church in their respective neighbour-
hoods.16 The businessmen who controlled the industrial life of the city
and lived in the affluent neighbourhoods nestled in its southwest corner
worshipped together in the substantial Protestant churches located there.
Factory workers from the British Isles, the largest immigrant group in
the city, attended churches in the northern and eastern section of the
city around the small suburban settlements of single-family dwellings.
Catholic churches and Protestant missions were also established for the
smaller groups of immigrants from Continental Europe who lived in the
heavily populated neighbourhoods at either end of Barton Street.
This study focuses on the early twentieth century, during which time
many of the working-class churches in Hamilton were established. In
this period both the churches and the working class experienced dramatic
changes. Canadian religious historians have examined the extent to which
mainstream Protestant denominations were able to maintain their social
13 Craig Heron, “Working-class Hamilton, 1895–1930” (PhD thesis, Dalhousie University, 1981),
pp. 9–13.
14 Richard Harris and Matt Sendbuehler, “The Making of a Working-class Suburb in Hamilton’s East
End, 1900–1945,” Journal of Urban History, vol. 20, no. 4 (1990), pp. 488, 491; John Weaver,
Hamilton: An Illustrated History (Toronto: J. Lorimer and National Museum of Man, 1982), p. 93.
15 Heron, “Working-class Hamilton,” p. 46.
16 For a more detailed description of the socially exclusive private lives of factory workers and their
employers, see ibid., pp. 41–45, 50–51, 60–61; Harris and Sendbuehler, “The Making of a
Working-class Suburb,” pp. 486–511.
Working-class Churches in Early Twentieth Century Hamilton 463
and cultural authority. Proponents of the secularization theory argue that
traditional Christian beliefs, which emphasized individual salvation and
the transcendence of God, were replaced by a new social Christianity
and ultimately led to the churches’ loss of influence.17 Other scholars
refute this assertion and contend that an individual, experiential religion
remained strong.18 An examination of working-class church life in
Hamilton sheds light on this question of secularization, which has, for
the most part, been discussed in the context of a traditional, top-down
intellectual history.
Labour historians have also been drawn to this period and have focused
on the changes brought about by the Second Industrial Revolution and
workers’ responses to these changes. Workplaces were much larger, how
workers did their work changed as a result of new managerial initiatives
and technologies, and the composition of the work force shifted with the
recruitment of new groups of workers, including immigrants from southern
and eastern Europe as well as women. These changes ignited intense con-
flict between capital and labour, and by the middle of the First World War
workers became a formidable force with unprecedented numbers joining
unions and participating in strikes. Workers also experienced difficult
economic times, however. Unemployment was a major issue in
Hamilton in the years leading up to the war, as well as in the early
1920s, when workers experienced massive lay-offs. In the context of
these dramatic changes, a close examination of working-class churches
sheds further light on the interests, concerns, and values the working
class shared and provides an important perspective on working-class life
outside work, family, and politics. This study fits with the direction pro-
posed by both Bryan Palmer and Lynne Marks in recent articles, in
17 Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators: Social Criticism in Late Victorian English Canada (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1985); A. B. McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and
Canadian Thought in the Victorian Era (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
1979); David Marshall, Secularizing the Faith: Canadian Protestant Clergy and the Crisis of Belief,
1850–1940 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992). For an overview of this literature, see
Michael Gauvreau, “Beyond the Half-Way House: Evangelicalism and the Shaping of English
Canadian Culture,” Acadiensis, vol. 20, no. 2 (Spring 1991), pp. 159–164; Chad Reimer, “Religion
and Culture in Nineteenth-Century English Canada,” Journal of Canadian Studies, vol. 25, no. 1
(Spring 1990), pp. 192–203.
18 Michael Gauvreau, The Evangelical Century: College and Creed in English Canada from the Great
Revival to the Great Depression (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1991);
Marguerite Van Die, An Evangelical Mind: Nathanael Burwash and the Methodist Tradition in
Canada, 1839–1918 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1989); Brian
Fraser, The Social Uplifters: Presbyterian Progressives and the Social Gospel in Canada, 1875–
1915 (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1988); Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau,
A Full-Orbed Christianity: The Protestant Churches and Social Welfare in Canada, 1900–1940
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996); Gauvreau, “Beyond the Half-
Way House.”
464 Histoire sociale / Social History
which they suggest that studies must consider the connection between reli-
gion and two levels of working-class consciousness. The first level, appli-
cable to this study, is “a consciousness of class,” which considers how
religion fostered a distinctive working-class identity and culture. The
second level looks at how religion contributed to a politicized, opposi-
tional consciousness.19
A few comments are necessary to explain the scope of this study. My
examination of the religious dimensions of working-class life and belief
is confined to their participation in mainstream churches. It does not, for
example, look at participation in revivals or independent evangelical
churches like the Hamilton Christian Workers’ Church, which were
becoming increasingly popular during this period.20 Nor does it look at
expressions of religiosity in more private places like the home. While a
number of Catholic churches in the city had large working-class constitu-
encies, the availability and accessibility of church records has meant a
greater emphasis on Protestant than Catholic churches. The Catholic
Church was an important symbol of ethnic identity and cultural survival
for Catholic immigrants from Continental Europe, the majority of whom
were working class.21 As a number of local studies have demonstrated,
these immigrants established ethnic parishes that became social and cul-
tural centres in their communities.22
19 Bryan Palmer, “Historiographic Hassles: Class and Gender, Evidence and Interpretation,” Histoire
sociale/Social History, vol. 33, no. 65 (May 2000), p. 136, n. 72; Lynne Marks, “Heroes and
Hallelujahs – Labour History and the Social History of Religion in English Canada: A Response
to Bryan Palmer,” Histoire sociale/Social History, vol. 34, no. 67 (May 2001), p. 180.
20 Draper, “A People’s Religion.” For a brief history of the rise of fundamentalism in Canada, see
Robert Wright, “The Canadian Protestant Tradition 1914–1945,” in George Rawlyk, ed., The
Canadian Protestant Experience 1760–1990 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1990), pp. 157–171.
21 Roberto Perin, The Immigrants’ Church: The Third Force in Canadian Catholicism, 1880–1920
(Ottawa: Canadian Historical Association, 1998); Zofia Shahrodi, “The Experience of Polish
Catholics in the Archdiocese of Toronto, 1905–1935,” in Mark McGowan and Brian P. Clarke,
eds., Catholics at the “Gathering Place”: Historical Essays on the Archdiocese of Toronto, 1841–
1991 (Toronto: Canadian Catholic Historical Association, c.1993), pp. 141–154; Mark McGowan,
“Toronto’s English-Speaking Catholic Immigrants and the Making of a Canadian Catholic
Identity,” in Terrence Murphy and Gerald Stortz, eds., Creed and Culture: The Place of English-
speaking Catholics in Canadian Society, 1750–1930 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, c.1993), pp. 205, 218; Murphy and Stortz, eds., Creed and Culture, p. xx; Brian
Clarke, “English-speaking Canada from 1854,” in Terrence Murphy and Roberto Perin, eds., A
Concise History of Christianity in Canada (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press, 1996),
pp. 275, 350.
22 Enrico Cumbo, “Italians in Hamilton, 1900–1940,” Polyphony, vol. 7, no. 2 (Fall/Winter, 1985),
pp. 28–36; Zofia Shahrodi, “The Early Polish Settlement in Hamilton,” Polyphony, vol. 6, no. 2
(Fall/Winter, 1986), pp. 33–36; Benedykt Heydenkorn, “The Polish Canadian Parish as a Social
Entity: A Hamilton Example,” Polyphony, vol. 6, no. 2 (Fall/Winter, 1986), pp. 37–40.
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Creating a complete picture of working-class church life is difficult.
Baptismal, marriage, and death registers are available for most
Protestant and Catholic churches, but what they can tell us about those
people who regularly participated in the church is limited. Minute books
of the church governing bodies, which many Protestant churches have
retained, are helpful in their description of church operations and identify
the most dedicated church leaders, but again provide little detail about the
majority of the congregation. Membership lists and records of church
organizations are most helpful in giving a face to the people who regularly
sat in the pews on Sundays and participated in church activities throughout
the week, but they are scarcer. The breadth of material on Calvin
Presbyterian Church, therefore, makes it an obvious choice for study. To
provide a more comprehensive study of working-class church life, I have
supplemented the research on Calvin with material on other churches
located in working-class neighbourhoods whose records are less extensive,
but still useful, as well as other publications on working-class churches in
Hamilton.
I have closely examined a number of church records. The Knox Church
mission and Calvin Church published membership rolls in their annual
reports in the years 1907 and 1908 and from 1922 to 1925, and loose-
leaf rolls that recorded new members between 1910 and 1929 have been
helpful in identifying the most committed churchgoers. I also looked at
the Session minutes of Laidlaw Church, which listed the new members
who joined the church between 1919 and 1924. The annual reports of
Calvin Church also listed the Board of Managers, Trustees, and Officers
as well as the executive members of the various church organizations,
which allowed me to determine who the leaders of the church were. The
list of choir members in the 1923 annual report of Calvin Church and
Calvin’s Bible Class Register for 1926 and 1927 provide an important
glimpse of church involvement outside church membership and leadership.
Even more helpful were the descriptions of the various church organiz-
ations in the annual reports. I have been able to complement these findings
with information on church activities at other working-class churches in
the city. Finally, Calvin Church’s baptismal register, which recorded bap-
tisms between 1909 and 1929, and the register of the Sunday School
Primary Department, which recorded students between 1922 and 1930,
were especially useful because they reveal those working-class parents
who wanted their children involved in the church. The findings from bap-
tismal registers have been the easiest material to access, as most churches,
including the Catholic churches, have kept these records. I examined the
baptismal registers of St. Alban’s Anglican, Laidlaw Presbyterian, and
St. Lawrence Catholic churches. Sunday school life at these churches
was also frequently reported.
To determine the occupational status of church members, I hand-linked
the membership records of Calvin and baptismal registers of Laidlaw and
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St. Lawrence churches to the Hamilton City Directory, which lists the occu-
pations of family members in each household. The directory also helped
to establish the occupational status of church officials and executive
members of the various church organizations. The baptismal registers of
Calvin and St. Alban’s churches most helpfully list the occupation of the
father. I classified occupations into five non-working-class categories —
professional, self-employed, supervisory, clerical, and service — and four
working-class categories — skilled, semi-skilled, unskilled, and factory
worker (see Appendix A). While I divided the working class into these
four broad categories, the social distance between them was becoming
less noticeable.23
Class, Gender, and Church Membership
From the membership rolls published in the annual reports and the loose-
leaf roll of new members at Calvin Church, I was able to record a total of
808 members.24 Of these, 688 or 85 per cent were linked to the Hamilton
City Directory. Between 1919 and 1924, 465 new members were listed in
the Session Minutes at Laidlaw Church, 319 or 67 per cent of whom
were identifiable in the directory.25 The majority of the members of
these two churches were unquestionably working class. Just over three-
quarters of Calvin’s church members and just under three-quarters of
Laidlaw’s new members can be identified as working class (Table 1).26 A
closer look at the categories within the working class shows that there
23 In stark contrast to the modest growth of the proportion of skilled workers, and a decline in the
number of unskilled workers in the first three decades of the century, was the growth in the
diverse and occupationally ambiguous group of semi-skilled workers who operated machines. See
Heron, “Working-class Hamilton,” pp. 52–58; Craig Heron, Working in Steel: The Early Years in
Canada, 1883–1935 (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1991), pp. 52–72.
24 In most cases a correct match between the membership lists and the Hamilton City Directory was
determined by matching street addresses. If I was unable to identify a member by a street
address, I checked the previous and subsequent years of the directory. In cases where there was a
change of address, but more than one family member was a member of the church, I could match
these members because they were all listed at the new address. If there was any question of a
match, the member has not been included.
25 United Church Archives [hereafter UCA], Laidlaw Church, Session Minutes, 1919–1924. These
included new members as well as those who had transferred from other churches.
26 Edward Smith similarly found that 75% of the members of St. Luke’s Anglican Church in Hamilton
were categorized as unskilled, semi-skilled, or skilled. See Edward Arthur Smith, “The Dialectics of
Faith: Laity, Clergy, and Church Life in Three Hamilton Anglican Parishes, 1880–1914” (PhD thesis,
University of Guelph, 1999), p. 238. Michael Gauvreau has also found churches with large working-
class constituencies. Michael Gauvreau, “ ‘[F]actories and Foreigners’: Church Life in Working-class
Neighbourhoods in Hamilton and Montreal, 1890–1930” (unpublished paper), p. 51. Using marriage
records, which listed the occupation of the male, George Addison found that the members at
St. Lawrence Catholic Church were overwhelmingly Irish and working class: 45% were classified
as skilled, 37% unskilled, and 18% clerical. See Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue
Collar’ Churches,” p. 59.
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were more skilled than unskilled workers in the congregations. However,
the differences between these categories were minimal. For example,
35 per cent of Calvin’s membership was skilled and 37 per cent semi-
skilled or unskilled.27 An examination of those church members in other
occupational groups suggests that non-working-class church members
were not necessarily financially better off than their working-class counter-
parts. The largest non-working-class occupational group at Calvin was the
self-employed at 7 per cent. Many of the church members in this category
were small business owners, including several grocers and contractors, a
butcher, a baker, a barber, and an owner of a hardware store.
Furthermore, church members in the clerical category, the largest non-
working-class group at Laidlaw at 11 per cent and comprising 5 per cent
of Calvin’s church membership, earned only slightly higher or comparable
wages to skilled workers.28 Finally, it is important to point out that 17
TABLE 1: Calvin and Laidlaw Presbyterian Church Membership by Occupational Group
of Husband/Father*
Calvin Laidlaw
Occupational Group No. % No. %
Professional 17 2 5 2
Self-employed 51 7 11 3
Supervisors 25 4 6 2
Clerical 31 5 34 11
Service 8 1
Skilled workers 238 35 102 32
Semi-skilled workers 111 16 20 6
Unskilled workers 144 21 73 23
Factory worker (unspecified) 37 5 39 12
Working-class total 530 77 234 73
Occupation not determined 26 4 29 9
Total 688 100 319 100
* I have included all family members under the occupation of the husband/father. When
the father was not listed in the City Directory, I used the occupation of the son, then
the daughter.
Sources: Archives of the Presbyterian Church of Canada [APCC], Annual Report of
Knox Presbyterian Church, 1907–1908; Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian
Church, 1922–1925; Calvin Presbyterian Church Loose Leaf Roll, 1910–1929;
United Church Archives [UCA], Laidlaw Church, Session Minutes, 1919–1924;
Hamilton City Directory.
27 Lynne Marks, in her study of small-town Ontario, found that, although the families of skilled workers
were slightly more likely to become church members, this pattern was not consistent among
denominations (Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 42).
28 An analysis of Hamilton wage-earners in the 1921 Census of Canada demonstrates that the yearly
earnings of salesmen and clerks ranged from $1,000 to $1,300, which was comparable to the
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church members, or 2 per cent, who fell into the professional category at
Calvin were the church’s ministers and their families.29 The salaries of
the ministers were commensurate with the annual earnings of a skilled
worker. R. T. Cockburn, for example, the minister at Calvin in 1915,
received a salary of $1,200. In comparison, the annual earnings of a machi-
nist in the age group 25 to 49 was $1,211.30
Not only were these churches dominated by the working class, but the
majority of members were female: almost two-thirds of Calvin’s congrega-
tion (Table 2). These findings corroborate other studies that concluded
that women were more likely than men to be involved in the church.31
Studies looking at church membership in the late nineteenth century
have attributed the large proportion of women to the assumption that
women were expected to be more moral and more spiritual than men
and had few other social opportunities outside home and work.32 In a
city like Hamilton in the early twentieth century, however, commercial
leisure options for single, working-class women were beginning to
expand and included socializing with other women as well as men at
public commercial amusements like dance halls and movie theatres.33
The persistence of a higher percentage of female church members
despite these alternative options supports the arguments of other histor-
ians who have characterized women as the conduits of religious belief con-
necting the institutional church to working-class homes.34 It is also worth
yearly earnings of skilled workers, whose wages ranged from $1,100 to $1,200. Supervisors also
earned only slightly higher wages. Foremen, for example, earned approximately $1,500 a year. See
Census of Canada, 1921, Table 40, pp. 206–229.
29 Of the five professionals listed for Laidlaw Church, two were ministers.
30 Archives of the Presbyterian Church of Canada [hereafter APCC], Annual Report of Calvin
Presbyterian Church, 1915; Census of Canada, 1921, Table 40, p. 209.
31 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 29; McLeod, Secularisation in Western Europe, p. 125; Green,
Religion in the Age of Decline, p. 208; Todd Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’: Church and
Community in a British Working-class Suburb — Earlscourt, Toronto, 1906–1920” (Master’s
research paper, York University, 2002), p. 63. This was also the case in the Catholic Church. See
Enrico Cumbo, “Salvation in Indifference: Gendered Expressions of Italian-Canadian Immigrant
Catholicity,” in Nancy Christie, ed., Households of Faith: Family, Gender, and Community in
Canada, 1760–1969 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002), pp. 210–211.
32 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 29; McLeod, Secularisation in Western Europe and Religion and
Society in England, 1850–1914 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996), p. 157.
33 Joan Sangster, Earning Respect: The Lives of Working Women in Small-town Ontario, 1920–1960
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), pp. 88–97; Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day
Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 1919–1939 (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman
Ltd., 1988), p. 32. For the United States, see Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women
and Leisure in Turn-of-the-century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986).
34 Cumbo, “Salvation in Indifference”, p. 210. For similar arguments, see Williams, Religious Belief and
Popular Culture in Southwark, p. 16; McLeod, Religion and Society in England, p. 157; Jane Synge,
“Immigrant Communities — British and Continental European — in Early Twentieth Century
Hamilton, Canada,” Oral History, vol. 4, no. 2 (Fall 1976), p. 46.
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pointing out that almost one-quarter of the single female church members
reported occupations in the City Directory.35 While long hours and hard
work have been cited as factors keeping men away from the church, this
excuse clearly did not hold for wage-earning women, further underscoring
the close connection between women and the church.36
There are a number of explanations for the lower percentage of male
church membership. The most likely factor was the rich secular life of
working-class men, which included associational, recreational, and politi-
cal activities.37 The churches’ criticism of these activities may help
explain why men did not become members.38 Clergymen tried to police
the social and recreational lives of working-class men by challenging the
granting of licences for saloons and pool rooms.39 As several studies
have indicated and as the number of male members at Calvin suggests,
involvement in secular activities did not necessarily stop men from becom-
ing involved in the church.40 This was particularly true at Anglican and
Catholic churches, which did not embrace prohibition and therefore
were less likely to condemn drinking.41 Two of the most prominent men
at St. Lawrence Church were the owners of taverns, the Mojeska and
Macassa, and one of the most generous financial contributors to
St. Luke’s Anglican Church was the owner of the Genessee Hotel, a
popular drinking spot.42
The marital status of church members helps explain why there was a
higher percentage of female congregants. Married women and married
men were the two largest groups of church members. Thirty-five per
cent of Calvin’s church members were married females and 26 per cent
35 Forty single women reported occupations in the Hamilton City Directory. Of these, 5% were
classified as skilled, 37% semi-skilled, 10% unskilled, 10% retail, 28% clerical, and 10% service.
See APCC, Annual Report of Knox Presbyterian Church 1907–1908, Annual Report of Calvin
Presbyterian Church 1922–1925, and Calvin Presbyterian Church Loose Leaf Roll 1910–1929;
Hamilton City Directory. For a classification of these occupations, see Appendix A.
36 Melissa Turkstra, “Christianity and the Working Class in Early Twentieth Century English Canada”
(PhD thesis, York University, 2006), p. 1. See also Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,” p. 55;
Cumbo, “Salvation in Indifference,” p. 209.
37 St. Luke’s male parishioners were members of unions, ethnic clubs, and Masonic lodges and spent
leisure time at saloons, local theatres, and roller rinks. See Smith, “Working-Class Anglicans,”
pp. 141–142. Working-class men in Earlscourt, Toronto, could join the Orange Lodge, the
Oddfellows, the Sons of England, the Elks, the Closer Friends, and the Royal Templars of
Temperance. See Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,” p. 52. Eric Crouse argues that sports
activities may have contributed to low church attendance by working-class men (“They ‘left us
pretty much as we were’,” p. 60).
38 Turkstra, “Christianity and the Working Class,” chap. 1, 3.
39 Ibid., pp. 175–176.
40 Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,” p. 54; Smith, “Working-Class Anglicans,” pp. 142–143.
41 Craig Heron, Booze: A Distilled History (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2003), pp. 155–156.
42 Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches,” p. 63; Smith, “Working-Class
Anglicans,” p. 142.
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were married males (Table 2). Single females followed closely at 24 per
cent. Lagging far behind the other three groups at Calvin Presbyterian,
as in the small towns of nineteenth-century Ontario that Marks has
studied, were single men, who made up only 7 per cent of church
members (Table 2).43 While both married and single women attended
church in large numbers, at least 70 per cent of the men attending
church were married. Therefore, it was specifically the absence of single
men that resulted in the larger proportion of female church members.
An analysis of the patterns of church membership further explains why
a higher percentage of church members were female. Married female
church members were more likely to attend church without their
spouses than married men, and more single women than single men
were likely to attend church without their parents. Almost one-quarter
of the married female church members attended without their spouses
compared to the 1 per cent of married men whose wives did not accom-
pany them (Table 3). Two and a half times as many single women partici-
pated in church as single men. These findings substantiate other studies
that conclude that church members were more likely to be married and
that marital status was the determining factor in the decision of men to
be involved in the church.44
I have already suggested why women, generally, were more likely to be
involved in the church, but why did marital status have such a significant
influence on male church membership? Several scholars have argued
that young single men were noticeably absent because they preferred
the rough and “manly” public life of hanging out on street corners and fre-
quenting saloons, pool rooms, vaudeville, and movie theatres over the
more respectable and “feminine” church life.45 On the other hand, respect-
ability may have been the major reason why married men chose to become
church members. The notion of father and husband was deeply ingrained
in working-class culture, and these men, like their middle-class counter-
parts, may have identified church membership as one effective way to
demonstrate that they fulfilled this respectable role.46 Many of the men
43 I was not able to determine the marital status of 28 men. However, even if these men were all single,
single men would still comprise the smallest group.
44 Hannah Lane, in her examination of religious adherence in small-town New Brunswick, finds that
church members were more likely to be married. See Hannah Lane, “Tribalism, Proselytism, and
Pluralism: Protestants, Family, and Denominational Identity in Mid-Nineteenth Century
St. Stephen, New Brunswick,” in Christie, ed., Households of Faith, pp. 121–124.
45 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, pp. 31–32, 36, 82–86; Craig Heron, “Boys Will Be Boys: Working-
Class Masculinities in the Age of Mass Production” (paper presented to the Canadian Historical
Association, June 2005); Lane, “Tribalism, Proselytism, and Pluralism,” p. 124; Crouse, “They ‘left
us pretty much as we were’,” pp. 52–53, 60; Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,” pp. 54–56.
46 Ken Fones-Wolf, Trade Union Gospel: Christianity and Labor in Industrial Philadelphia 1865–1915
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989), p. 150; Heron, “Boys Will Be Boys,” p. 36; Stubbs,
“‘At the Service of the People’,” pp. 57–58.
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who sat in the pews on Sunday mornings with their families still partici-
pated occasionally in a homosocial culture of drinking, sports, and frater-
nal societies and unions.47 It is also possible that married men were more
likely to go to church because their wives may have bullied them into
going.
While working-class men were less likely to attend church than their
wives, it would be presumptuous to equate low church participation with
a lack of religious faith. Eric Crouse, in his study of revivalism in early
twentieth-century Canada, examines the American evangelists who
visited saloons and industrial work sites and convincingly demonstrates
that working-class men embraced a traditional evangelicalism that took
place outside the mainstream churches.48 In Hamilton in 1912, during
the Men and Religion Forward Movement, hundreds of men attended
noon-hour revival meetings at factory gates.49 As in the cities that
Crouse examined, there is no evidence to suggest that these revivals had
any long-term impact on church attendance. The religious fervour dis-
played by working-class men in saloons and at factory gates is important
because it demonstrates that church attendance is not the only gauge of
working-class religiosity. It is also possible that working-class men may
have been drawn to one of the large, prosperous, and historic churches
located in the central business district, which drew their membership
from throughout the city. First Congregational and Knox Presbyterian
are two good examples of churches in this area where workers could
listen to pro-labour ministers on Sunday mornings and labour leaders on
Sunday afternoons, discussing topics that were relevant to their everyday
lives as workers.50
While church membership lists are a useful source to help identify
churches that had large working-class constituencies and illustrate how
gender and marital status influenced church membership, they are
limited in what they can tell us about working-class church life. Other valu-
able sources help to identify churches that were dominated by members of
the working class and tell us more about church experience. Local news-
papers, for example, can be a rich source of information. A 1946 article
in the Hamilton Spectator on the history of the city’s Methodist churches
noted that the congregation at Simcoe Street Methodist was mostly
made up of factory workers.51 A November 1906 issue of the Hamilton
47 Heron, “Boys Will Be Boys,” pp. 52–53.
48 Crouse, “They ‘left us pretty much as we were’.”
49 Hamilton Herald, May 28, 1912.
50 Turkstra, “Christianity and the Working Class,” chap. 3.
51 Hamilton Spectator, July 15, 1946. Also see Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’
Churches.” That Simcoe Street and Calvin Churches shared ministers and combined adult Bible
classes during the summer months also suggests that the congregations of the two churches had
similar class backgrounds. See APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1923.
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Spectator, reporting on the churches in the city that discussed the street
railway strike, commented that the street railway men attended the
evening service of Gore Street Methodist Church, which was known as
“the workingman’s church.”52 An article on St. Lawrence Church in the
Hamilton Herald in 1909 noted that its families were “poor but generous,”
that no wealthy residents lived in that section of the city, and that the
closing of the glass factories had a significant impact on the congregation.53
Other church records also supplement the findings from membership lists.
The introduction of the annual report of Calvin Church for 1915, which
provides numerical data on church membership, baptisms, funerals, and
finances, explained that church work had been interrupted by much over-
time and overnight work as a result of war conditions. The building com-
mittee in the same report commented that, due to the war, it was
impossible to work on the church.54 The 1924 annual report also noted
the impact of economic conditions, stating that the finances of the
church had been difficult as a result of the depression and consequent
unemployment.55
Distinctive Features of Working-class Churches
Membership lists and other church records, as well as commentary on
church life in local newspapers, unequivocally demonstrate the presence
of working-class churches in Hamilton, and these churches shared a
number of distinctive features. One common characteristic was that they
had often been started by established and affluent parishes as a form of
mission.56 The financial support for many of these churches frequently
52 Hamilton Spectator, November 12, 1906. In his autobiography, future Methodist minister A. E. Smith
commented that the people who attended Gore Street Methodist Church were working class. See
A. E. Smith, All My Life (Toronto: Progress Books, 1977), p. 16.
53 Hamilton Herald, October 2, 1909.
54 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1915.
55 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1924.
56 Smith, “Working-class Anglicans,” p. 128; George Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial
Hamilton Becomes a Church, 1913–1926,” Canadian Society of Presbyterian History Papers 1998,
pp. 31–32; Gauvreau, “[F]actories and foreigners,” p. 19; Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,”
p. 28. At St. Luke’s, money was collected from several wealthy Anglicans to purchase an
abandoned Methodist chapel (Smith, “Working-Class Anglicans,” p. 130). Two members of the
Presbyterian church extension committee donated four lots where Laidlaw Church was to be built
(The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, p. 125). A donation of $500 and additional cash gifts
from Knox went into the building of Calvin Church (The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967,
p. 95). Moodie, owner of the Cataract Power Company and Eagle Knitting Co., donated $5,500 to
purchase a site (The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, p. 102). Several studies have noted the
class interest behind the establishment of these churches. Businessmen believed that the churches
would help create a respectable and stable work force by instilling in workers the moral values of
thrift, hard work, and loyalty (Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes
a Church,” pp. 31–32; Knowles, “Christ in the Crowsnest,” p. 61). It is important to point out that
the attempt to impose middle-class values did not mean that the working class was indifferent to
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came from wealthy capitalists at the larger and richer churches, who saw it
as part of their social duty to improve the moral and material well-being of
society. Calvin was a mission church to Knox Presbyterian, Laidlaw and
Wentworth Street Mission (later St. David’s) to St. Paul’s Presbyterian,
Simcoe Street and Barton Street to Wesley Methodist, St. Alban’s to
St. James Anglican, and St. Luke’s to Christ Church Cathedral.57 At first,
these mission churches relied on the mother church for financial
support, though this did not necessarily mean they were controlled by
the wealthy businessmen of the prosperous churches. The minutes of
Calvin’s Board of Managers and its Congregational Meeting demonstrate
that it was important to the members of Calvin Church that it become a
self-governing body. Although Calvin received financial assistance from
Knox Presbyterian, the congregation controlled the daily management
of the church.58 The Board of Managers controlled financial affairs,
making decisions about how the finances of the church were solicited
and disbursed.59 Calvin’s congregation also made important decisions
about how it would run the church, which included deciding on the minis-
terial stipend and choosing new ministers.60 That the congregation rejected
the proposal of the Hamilton Presbytery to unite Calvin and Barton Street
churches illustrated their autonomy.61 Another example was the decision of
Calvin’s members in 1925 not to join church union but to remain
Presbyterian.62 In 1925 Calvin’s annual report proudly announced that,
for the first time in its history, Calvin had become “a self-supporting
charge, thanks to the splendid co-operation of the members of our
religion or that working-class members did not attempt to gain control of the church and make it
their own (Smith, “Working-class Anglicans,” p. 127; Knowles, “Christ in the Crowsnest,” p. 68).
57 Smith, “Working-class Anglicans,” p. 128; Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’
Churches,” pp. 90, 95, and “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,”
p. 18. See also Todd Stubbs’s study of church life in the working-class suburb of Earlscourt in
Toronto (“‘At the Service of the People’ ”).
58 Knox Street Mission organized into a separate congregation in November 1909 and thereafter was
known as Calvin Presbyterian (The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, p. 95). Although a separate
charge, churches still needed financial assistance. In 1910 Calvin received a grant for $100. In 1911
the grant was $192, and in 1915 it was $50 (APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church,
1911, p. 2; Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1915, p. 5). It was also a priority for
congregants at St. Luke’s that the church become an independent parish (Smith, “Working-Class
Anglicans,” pp. 130–131).
59 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Board of Manager Minutes, December 14, 1915; December 19,
1915; February 21, 1916; May 1, 1916; April 12, 1918; February 3, 1919.
60 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Congregational Meeting Minutes, April 17, 1912; October 2,
1922; April 22, 1925.
61 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Congregational Meeting Minutes, December 29, 1918.
62 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian, 1925, p. 6. Sixty-five of Calvin’s membership voted
against church union. This was the third vote for church union in the Presbytery of Hamilton, the
two former votes occurring in 1911 and 1916. Only four Presbyterian churches in Hamilton voted
in favour of union (The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, pp. 96, 121).
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Church and various societies who have done such splendid work through-
out the year.”63
The physical appearance of these mission churches was also distinctive.
They were not grand structures, boasting opulent sanctuaries and towers,
but plain in style and small in size, reflecting the economically constrained
lives of their constituents. Calvin Presbyterian and St. Luke’s Anglican
were basic brick buildings, and St. Alban’s first mission church was a
small wooden structure.64 Services at Laidlaw were initially held in an
old pavilion on the grounds of Maple Leaf Park. While immigrants attend-
ing Wentworth Street Mission awaited the completion of a portable build-
ing, they listened to sermons in the “Gospel Wagon,” a wagon with a roof,
a long seat down each side that could seat 16 people, and a platform at the
end that housed the portable organ and the speaker.65
Not only were the churches plain in style; the clergymen who
served them earned modest salaries.66 As already mentioned, Calvin’s
R. T. Cockburn earned an annual income of $1,200. In 1914 Robert
Allan, the Scottish missionary who served Wentworth Street Mission,
received an annual salary of $900, and in 1918 the stipend for Robert
Dickey, pastor at Laidlaw, was $1,000.67 These salaries were noticeably
lower than those of other clergymen in the city. Banks Nelson, for
example, the pro-labour minister of Knox Presbyterian, earned $3,000.68
The inexperience of the ministers who served these churches may
account for their lower salaries. Russell McGillivray, for example, a
student minister, was the first leader of Laidlaw Church.69 Calvin Church
was H. D. Cameron’s first pastorate. Harry Lennox, a recent graduate
from Knox College, became minister at Calvin in 1925.70 Robert Allan,
who ministered at Wentworth Street Mission, later St. David’s
Presbyterian, had never attended university or seminary, although the
63 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1925, p. 6.
64 The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, pp. 95–96; Smith, “Working-Class Anglicans,” p. 131;
Archives of the Diocese of Niagara, St. Alban’s Church. See also Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the
People’,” p. 23.
65 The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, p. 125; Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial
Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 26. This gospel wagon may have been owned by Barton Street
Methodist, which loaned the wagon to other churches for evangelist campaigns. See Gauvreau,
“[F]actories and foreigners,” p. 34.
66 Addison and Stubbs both find that this was a typical feature of working-class churches. See Addison,
“Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches,” pp. 45–46; Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the
People’,” p. 23.
67 Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 26; UCA, Laidlaw
Church, Session Minutes, January 20, 1918.
68 See APCC, Annual Report of Knox Presbyterian Church, 1917.
69 The Presbytery of Hamilton: 1836–1967, p. 125.
70 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1925.
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Hamilton Presbytery ordained him in 1919.71 Simcoe Street Methodist was
also the first charge for John Hockey.
Also distinctive about these churches was their characterization as
inclusive, friendly spaces. Some of the messages for Calvin Presbyterian
posted on the church advertisement page in the local newspapers included
“The friendly church,” “Strangers always find a cordial welcome,” and “If
you have no church home you will be made welcome at Calvin, where
there is a good music, a timely gospel message and a friendly atmosphere
that is contagious.”72 St. David’s Presbyterian offered “a real home church
atmosphere” and sent out “A cordial invitation to strangers in our neigh-
bourhood.” Grace United (formerly Simcoe Street Methodist) character-
ized itself as “The People’s Church.” These types of messages were
unique to working-class churches in the city.
Church advertisements reveal another feature of these working-class
churches: congregants wanted to listen to strong messages of Christ and
the gospel on Sunday mornings. Calvin Presbyterian advertised in the
local paper that “inspiring gospel messages” were a central feature of its
services.73 One of the ministers at Simcoe was characterized as a “good
gospel preacher” and another as giving “his people stronger scriptural
food.” That the gospel was kept at the centre of Sunday morning services
supports the findings of other historians who argue that the working class
was attracted to a more individualist religion, with its spiritual message of
personal sin and salvation through Christ. The majority of workers, these
scholars argue, were not interested in a post-millennial social Christianity
that sought to establish the Kingdom of God on earth; this was the terri-
tory of middle-class Anglo-Saxon churches. Instead of listening to sermons
on contemporary concerns, the working class flocked to hear stirring
gospel services, listen to the emotional preaching of visiting evangelicals
who conducted revivals, and attend prayer meetings, love feasts, and
camp meetings.74 The churches in Hamilton regularly advertised the
titles of their Sunday sermons. Although it is not possible to make conclus-
ive statements from sermon titles alone, they do suggest the working class
was drawn to a more traditional gospel message. Some sermons given at
Calvin Presbyterian, like “The Call to Repentance,” “Our Lord’s First
71 Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 30.
72 Hamilton Herald, May 2, 1925.
73 Hamilton Herald, March 16, 1925. Calvin Presbyterian’s 1925 annual report also mentioned that
members “hear the best in Gospel messages and music.” See APCC, Annual Report of Calvin
Presbyterian Church, 1925, p. 8.
74 Christie and Gauvreau, “‘The World of the Common Man is Filled with Religious Fervour’,” p. 340;
Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau, A Full-Orbed Christianity: The Protestant Churches and
Social Welfare in Canada, 1900–1940 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
1996), pp. 56–63; Draper, “A People’s Religion,” p. 112; Crouse, “They ‘left us pretty much as we
were’,” p. 55.
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Convert,” and “The Purpose of God’s Coming,” suggest traditional gospel
themes of sin and atonement, personal conversion, and pre-millennialism.75
Simcoe Street Methodist emphasized the evangelist services it offered on
Sundays, which included sermons like “Conversion: What is it?,” “Faith in
God and its Personal Value,” and “The Way of the Cross.”76 Titles such as
“The Great Salvation,” “Christ’s Image,” and “Have Faith in God” demon-
strate that the gospel was also at the heart of Laidlaw Presbyterian’s Sunday
morning services.77 Its offering of evangelist services every Thursday in
February 1921 and revival services the following month also illustrates that
a traditional evangelicalism was a fundamental part of the religious practices
of this congregation.78 St. David’s Presbyterian also regularly advertised that
it held evangelist services in the evenings.79 “Peter’s Fall and Redemption”
and “The Omnipotence of Jesus” are titles that again underscore the empha-
sis on Christ and the gospel.80
That a traditional evangelicalism was central to the religious practices of
these working-class churches was probably best illustrated on Labour
Sunday 1928. Most striking about the church advertisement page in the
September 1 issue of the Hamilton Spectator was not which churches
were participating in Labour Sunday services, but which ones made
special note of the campaign of British evangelist Gypsy Smith, which
was taking place in the city. Calvin Presbyterian, St. David’s
Presbyterian, Laidlaw United, Livingston United, Garside Mission, and
Central United were the only churches to advertise this campaign; with
the exception of Central United, all were located in the heart of
working-class neighbourhoods. St. David’s, Livingston, Laidlaw, and
Garside indicated that they would be ending their evening services early
so that congregations could attend the evangelist’s meeting.81 This cam-
paign to promote the spiritual awakening of the city and bring people to
commit to Jesus Christ drew in a remarkable 6,000 people at the Sunday
evening meeting and 4,000 people the following evening.82 In this way,
75 Hamilton Herald, September 25, 1920; January 16; 1926; September 11, 1926.
76 Hamilton Herald, March 15, 1902; June 28, 1924; Hamilton Spectator, January 29, 1920; September
13, 1922; November 6, 1920; October 23, 1920.
77 Hamilton Spectator, November 13, 1920; May 1, 1920; May 15, 1920.
78 UCA, Laidlaw Church, Session Minutes, January 31, 1921.
79 Hamilton Spectator, May 1 and 8, 1920; October 30, 1920; September 10 and 17, 1921; September 2,
1922.
80 Hamilton Spectator, September 18, 1920; September 25, 1922. There were other examples in
Hamilton of this old-time revivalism. Barton Street Methodist Church, later known as Livingston
Methodist, held revivals, open-air meetings, street meetings from a gospel wagon, and weekly
cottage prayer meetings, and at all times there was an evangelistic pulpit message. Its choir was
also known as the evangelistic choir of converted singers. See Hamilton Times, March 13, 1905;
May 22, 1916; Hamilton Herald, May 18, 1912; July 5 and 12, 1919; June 4, 1921.
81 Hamilton Spectator, September 1, 1928.
82 Hamilton Spectator, September 4, 1928.
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the messages that Hamilton working-class churches included in their
advertisements provide strong evidence that the working class was
drawn to a more experiential, individualist, and enthusiastic religion.
These messages also demonstrate that a more individual Christian piety
was not in decline during this period but, in fact, was on the rise in the
1920s and that the mainline churches were responding to it.83
While a traditional gospel message was central to Sunday morning ser-
vices at these working-class churches, occasionally clergymen gave special
sermons on current topics. Like the majority of places of worship in the
city, these churches participated from time to time in Labour Sunday ser-
vices, a response to the labour movement’s organization of Labour Day as
a public holiday.84 On Labour Sunday 1901, John Hockey, pastor of Simcoe
Street Methodist, made the steel strike in the United States the subject of
his sermon.85 On Labour Sunday 1920, the ministers at Simcoe Street
Methodist, Calvin Presbyterian, and Laidlaw Presbyterian made labour
the subject of their sermons.86 Calvin Presbyterian also participated in
Labour Sunday the following year.87 Only rarely, however, did any of
these churches talk about labour issues other than on Labour Sunday, a
feature that working-class churches shared with the majority of churches
in the city.88 One of the few contrary examples was Rev. C. R. Marshall’s
sermon at Simcoe Street Methodist in May 1907, in which he talked
about work, hours, and accidents to his congregation, which included
the Brotherhood of Railway Trainmen.89 Members at these working-class
churches might also occasionally listen to sermons that moralized about
drinking, a social problem that triggered a forceful response from both
liberal and conservative clergymen.90
While the clergymen generally kept to a gospel message in their Sunday
services, outside the church walls these men showed concern for the daily
struggles of their constituents. Robert Dickey, pastor at Laidlaw
83 This decade also saw the emergence of a new fundamentalist movement that spread in mainstream
churches and led to the creation of new, independent fundamentalist groups and evangelical
institutions. See Wright, “The Canadian Protestant Tradition,” pp. 158, 182–185.
84 Turkstra, “Christianity and the Working Class,” chap. 3. Ken Fones-Wolf similarly finds that labour
issues were rarely discussed in the working-class churches (Trade Union Gospel, p. 149). Labor
Sunday was started by the American Episcopal Church Association for the Advancement of the
Interests of Labor (CAIL) after 1890. See Henry May, Protestant Churches and Industrial
America (New York: Octagon Books, 1963), p. 184.
85 Hamilton Spectator, September 1, 1901.
86 Hamilton Herald, September 4, 1920.
87 Hamilton Spectator, September 3, 1921.
88 Modern-day social, economic, and political problems were central to the ministry of only a small
group of clergymen who ministered to the congregations of the large prosperous churches located
in the downtown core. See Turkstra, “Christianity and the Working Class,” chap. 3.
89 Hamilton Times, May 27, 1907.
90 Hamilton Times, September 8, 1902; Hamilton Spectator, September 3, 1910; October 18, 1919.
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Presbyterian, was dedicated to the problem of unemployment and con-
ducted an exhaustive study of labour conditions in relation to how
profit-sharing operated in factories in the city and out of town.91 Robert
Dickey and Robert Allan, along with Banks Nelson, were also appointed
to a Presbyterian committee to look into the fresh air fund and work.92
These activities demonstrate that, while clergymen preached a traditional
evangelical message on Sundays, they were also concerned about contem-
porary issues like the economic insecurity of Hamilton’s working-class
families.
Associational Life
In addition to the inclusive, friendly character of these churches and their
strong gospel message, they were also spaces where the working class
could take on leadership roles. An examination of the officials and execu-
tive members of various organizations at Calvin Presbyterian reveals that
working-class churches were likely to elect working-class officers.93 The
breakdown of church officials by occupational group almost precisely
mirrors church membership (Table 4). Of the 40 church officials listed in
the annual reports, three-quarters can be categorized as working class,
which is almost identical to the proportion of working-class church
members. Skilled workers were more likely to be church officials, but
the difference between skilled and unskilled workers was slight.
Although there was a slightly higher proportion of self-employed among
church officials, the difference was small. Calvin was not exceptional.
The lay leaders at St. Luke’s Anglican and Simcoe Street Methodist
were almost exclusively members of the working class who lived in the dis-
trict. At Simcoe Methodist, almost all of the leaders were skilled workers,
and at St. Luke’s the highest-ranking lay officials were most often skilled
workers, but unskilled workers filled leadership positions as well.94
91 Hamilton Herald, February 24, 1920; June 14, 1924.
92 APCC, The Presbytery of Hamilton Minutes, July 1, 1919. At Barton Street Methodist, Livingstone
was an important intermediary between employers of the factories in the East End and newly
arrived British immigrants, securing jobs for thousands of men. See Gauvreau, “‘[F]actories and
foreigners’,” p. 29.
93 Green argues that churches with a large contingent of working-class congregants were likely to elect
working-class church officials (Religion in the Age of Decline, p. 203). In churches where both the
middle class and working class attended together, officials were more likely to be from the middle
class. Those officials who were working class were the better-off skilled workers. See Marks,
Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 56; Peter Hillis, “Presbyterianism and Social Class in Mid-nineteenth
Century Glasgow: A Study of Nine Churches,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History, vol. 32, no. 1
(January 1981), pp. 57–58.
94 Smith, “Working-class Anglicans,” pp. 136–138; Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’
Churches,” p. 36. Gauvreau, in his study of Barton Street Methodist, also finds that the majority of
the lay management was from the working class (“‘[F]actories and foreigners’,” p. 21). Knowles, in
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The leaders of church organizations were also predominantly working
class. In addition to church officials, I studied the executive members of
three church organizations — the Sabbath School, Ladies’ Aid, and
Men’s League. The executive members of the Sabbath School and
Ladies’ Aid were only marginally less likely to be categorized as
working class than was church membership as a whole (Table 5).
However, only half of the executive members of the Men’s League were
categorized as working class, though the total number of men listed is
only 10.95 Long hours and hard work, as well as involvement in other
secular activities, may explain why working-class men did not take on lea-
dership responsibilities. More skilled workers participated on the execu-
tive than any other group, in approximately the same proportion as their
representation among church members. The main notable difference,
however, between the executive members of these organizations and
church membership was the proportion of officers in the category of
unskilled worker. Only 16 per cent of the executive members of the
Sabbath School, 14 per cent for the Ladies’ Aid, and not a single one
for the Men’s League were in the category of unskilled worker. That
unskilled working-class church members had neither the time nor
money to be leaders of church organizations may partly explain why
TABLE 4: Calvin Presbyterian Church Officials by Occupational Group
Church Officials
(Board of Managers,
trustee, officers)
% of Church
Membership
Occupational group No. % %
Professional – – 2
Self-employed 4 10.0 7
Supervisors 2 5.0 4
Clerical 4 10.0 4
Service – – 1
Skilled workers 15 37.5 35
Semi-skilled workers 4 10.0 16
Unskilled workers 11 27.5 26
Working-class total 30 75.0 77
No occupation designated 4
Total 40 100.0 100
Sources: APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911, 1915,
1922–1925; Hamilton City Directory.
his study of the role of religion in mining towns in the Crowsnest Pass, also finds that a number of
workers were church officials (“Christ in the Crowsnest,” p. 60).
95 The Men’s League was a new organization established in churches during this period.
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there were fewer executive members in the unskilled worker category.96 It
is important to note, however, that, while unskilled working-class men and
women may not have wanted to take on leadership responsibilities, this did
not stop them from joining church organizations.
An examination of the membership of Calvin’s Adult Bible Class and
choir demonstrates that members were almost as likely to be in the
unskilled as the skilled category.97 Furthermore, in contrast to church mem-
bership, church officials, and the executive members of church organiz-
ations, the largest single category among choristers was the semi-
skilled.98 More important than the small differences between those
members categorized as skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled is the fact
that over two-thirds of the members of the Adult Bible Class and over
three-quarters of the choir can be classified as working class, demonstrat-
ing that workers not only attended church services on Sunday, but were
involved in other church activities as well.99
Another feature of working-class churches in Hamilton was the wide
range of religious, social, and recreational services and facilities the
churches offered the community. Calvin Church prided itself on its rich
associational life. Almost every day of the week offered an opportunity
for church members — men and women, children, youths, and adults —
to get involved in the life of the church.100 There were a number of organ-
izations in which working-class girls could participate. On the first and
third Thursdays of the month, girls in the Beacon Band, which was part
of the Women’s Home Missionary Society, could socialize with other
96 Marks suggests that the wives of unskilled workers could not afford to be involved in church. Some
would have been unable to contribute weekly offerings or even afford the material to make
garments and quilts. As well, the scheduling of meetings during the afternoon did not reflect the
daily lives of these women and was most likely a factor keeping women from becoming involved
in these organizations. See Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 72.
97 Of the 37 members listed in the Adult Bible Class, 19% were categorized as unskilled and 21.5%
were categorized as skilled. Of the 23 members listed in the choir, 22% were categorized as
unskilled compared to 26% skilled (APCC, Calvin Church, Adult Bible Class Register, 1926;
Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1922; Hamilton City Directory).
98 Of the choir members, 35% were classified as semi-skilled compared to 26% skilled (APCC,
Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1922; Hamilton City Directory).
99 Of the Adult Bible Class, 62% were categorized as working class, as were 83% of the choir. That
16% of the members of the Adult Bible Class were not listed as church members may account for
the lower number of members categorized as working class (APCC, Calvin Church, Adult Bible
Class Register, 1926–1927; Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1922; Hamilton City
Directory).
100 Except for Saturday, at least one organization met at Calvin Church every day during the week. The
Adult and Junior Bible Classes met Sunday afternoons; the Sunbeam Circle Monday evenings; the
Senior Endeavour Society, Men’s League, and Calvin Troop of Boy Scouts and Cubs on Tuesday
evenings; the Moonbeamers Wednesday afternoons; the Calvin Stars and Calvin Boys’ Club
Wednesday evenings; the Ladies’ Aid Society and Beacon Band Thursday evenings; and the
Junior Endeavour Society on Friday evenings, when choir practice also took place.
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girls while preparing clothing to send to home and foreign missions. The
Band also had a Christmas Cheer Fund, and donations were given to
several families in need.101 Entertaining church members with concerts
and working together to make clothing were some of the activities of
the Calvin Stars, whose members were young Sunday School girls
ranging in age from 8 to 16. Their proceeds contributed to the livelihood
of the church. At their Monday evening meetings, girls in the Sunbeam
Circle socialized over tea and raised funds that were used to renovate
and furnish the vestry, as directed by the manse fund and the Board of
Managers. These girls were also involved in plays presented at their
church and others around the city.102 For young working-class girls, these
church clubs offered a space outside the demands of school, home life,
and, in some cases, paid work to socialize with girls their own age and par-
ticipate in enjoyable, useful, and rewarding activities.103 Undoubtedly, these
clubs also instilled the ideals of womanhood, teaching young girls domestic
tasks, self-improvement, and service to others.
For married and single women, the most prominent organization was the
Ladies’ Aid. The volunteer labour of the women in this organization was
of particular importance to the financial needs of the church. A portion of
their weekly evening meetings focused on developing spiritual life among
members through devotional meetings.104 One of the other major priorities
of the society was raising funds at various socials and selling quilts at their
annual sales. The women also provided annual contributions to the Board
of Managers, furnished and decorated the church (notably carpeting the
new platform and supplying the pulpit with flowers), purchased a commu-
nion service, installed a phone in the pastor’s study, donated money for
lantern slides for the Sunday School, and purchased choir gowns.105
Additional responsibilities included distributing flowers to the sick and
bringing jars of fruit to the hospital, as well as seeking out and providing
relief to the needy. It can also be assumed that these women were attracted
to this organization because it offered a space to gather with their neigh-
bours. In addition to their evening meetings, the ladies regularly visited or
hosted the White Shield club of the Neighbourhood House, a local com-
munity house built by the Presbyterian Church of Canada.106 These visits
were not limited to entertaining; they gave women the opportunity to
101 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911.
102 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1923–1925. The annual reports do not
provide the age group of the girls in the Sunbeam Circle.
103 Marks finds that, outside the church, young women had many fewer leisure activities available to
them than young men (Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 125).
104 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Constitution of the “Ladies Aid” of Calvin Church, n.d.
105 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911, 1915, 1922–1924; APCC, Calvin
Presbyterian Church, Ladies’ Aid Minutes, April 5, 1923; April 5, 1928.
106 Hamilton Spectator, September 27, 1926.
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hone their oratory skills. At one gathering the two organizations had a
debate on whether the city or country was the best place to live.107
A number of historians have commented on the involvement of women
in the organizational life of the church in the nineteenth century. A recur-
ring theme is the close link between women’s prescribed domestic, familial
role in the home and women’s activities in the church.108 Cecilia Morgan
makes this connection in her examination of religion in Upper Canada,
but adds that the main difference between women’s work in the church
and their work in the home was that the former received public recog-
nition and “resulted in a rarely seen appreciation of women’s labour.”109
Lynne Marks also points out that there was a higher female participation
in the church organizations she studied in the late nineteenth century
because there were limited social and recreational activities for women
outside the home during this period. These organizations offered
women the unique opportunity to learn skills like public speaking, as
well as organizing and running meetings.110 An additional focus of this lit-
erature is whether church involvement empowered women. Most concede
that, although women played an active and important financial role in the
church, their power was limited.111 The annual reports of the Calvin
Ladies’ Aid suggest that many of their activities fitted women’s standard
role in the home. While they did have some freedom to choose how
they would spend the money they raised, a large annual payment was
given to the Board of Managers to use as it wished.112
However, Ruth Compton Brouwer and Marguerite Van Die both
caution against limiting the discussion of women and religion to questions
of oppression and empowerment.113 Brouwer argues that “a weighing up of
the relative merits of religious traditions that focuses primarily on what
they offered women in terms of roles and powers clearly cannot account
107 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Ladies’ Aid Minutes, May 1 and 20, 1924; February 18, 1926;
May 20, 1926; February 2, 1927.
108 Marilyn Fardig Whiteley, “‘Doing Just About What They Please’: Ladies Aids in Ontario
Methodism,” Ontario History, vol. 82, no. 4 (December 1990), pp. 293, 297; Shirley Davey,
Women, Work and Worship in the United Church of Canada (Toronto: United Church of
Canada, 1983), pp. 6, 8, 29, 33, 143–144.
109 Cecilia Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women: The Gendered Languages of Religion and
Politics in Upper Canada, 1791–1850 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), p. 207.
110 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 65.
111 Whiteley, “‘Doing Just About What They Please’,” p. 300; Davey, Women, Work and Worship in the
United Church of Canada, pp. 29, 33, 143–144; Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, pp. 65, 67–68;
Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women, pp. 204–206.
112 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911, 1915, 1922–1925.
113 Ruth Compton Brouwer, “Transcending the ‘Unacknowledged Quarantine’: Putting Religion in
English Canadian Women’s History,” Journal of Canadian Studies, vol. 27 (Fall 1992), p. 13;
Marguerite Van Die, “Revisiting ‘Separate Spheres’: Women, Religion, and the Family in Mid-
Victorian Brantford, Ontario,” in Christie, ed., Households of Faith, p. 235.
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for a general pattern of continuing loyalty to conservative, restrictive
teachings.”114 She encourages historians interested in this subject to con-
sider women’s personal spiritual experience.115 In her examination of
women and religion in mid-Victorian Brantford, Ontario, Van Die
makes an important connection between women’s church activities and
their personal spiritual experience. She invites historians to consider the
complexity of religious expression and to look beyond the definitions of
religious commitment dictated by religious institutions and traditions.
Drawing on the work of American historian Robert Orsi, she points out
that historians have neglected the material forms of religious expression.
Van Die argues that the church was a space where women applied dom-
estic skills and family concerns in public ways, and, therefore, it was
natural that their religious commitment was expressed in material forms.
Collecting money to present the church with a new Bible, providing
food and clothing to the poor, furnishing the church, and sewing clothes
to raise funds were practical activities essential to the building of churches,
but they were also all examples of the material expressions of women’s
spirituality and religious commitment.116 The wide range of work per-
formed by the members of Calvin’s Ladies’ Aid, then, must also be seen
as women weaving the spiritual with the practical.
Although there were fewer exclusively male church organizations,
Calvin Church did make a concerted effort to draw in single and
married men. Starting in 1924 young boys could become members of
the Calvin Troops, Boy Scouts, Cubs, and Boys’ Club. For male youths
and married men, the Men’s League provided a wide range of social, rec-
reational, and fund-raising activities.117 Young men were most responsive to
the baseball, football, hockey, and carpetball teams that the League spon-
sored and that competed in city and church leagues. In addition to sports,
at their meetings on Tuesday evenings members could listen to interesting
speakers, participate in friendly debates on current topics, or show their
musical talents by joining the Men’s League Minstrels. The League also
organized picnics, concerts, and banquets, showed moving pictures, and
even arranged a mock trial and a train excursion to raise funds for the
church. Although it did not give large annual payments to the Board of
Managers as did the Ladies’ Aid, it did financially support the church, con-
tributing to the building fund, buying 100 hymn books, and buying a new
bicycle for the minister, who had lost his in an accident.118 Despite this long
114 Brouwer, “Transcending the ‘Unacknowledged Quarantine’,” p. 51.
115 Ibid., p. 52.
116 Van Die, “Revisiting ‘Separate Spheres’,” p. 243–244.
117 Stubbs similarly finds that men’s church involvement at Earlscourt Methodist was primarily centred
on the Men’s Own Brotherhood (“‘At the Service of the People’,” p. 59).
118 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911, 1915, 1922–1925.
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list of activities, the League had difficulty maintaining its membership and
in 1915, as a result of the war, was disbanded.119 Prospects looked good six
years later, when the League was organized again with a membership of
40, an additional 17 men joining the following year. By mid-1925,
however, meetings had discontinued, and there was no prospect of reor-
ganization.120 The activities offered by the Men’s League echo other
studies that note how churches during this period made a concerted
effort to link religion with masculinity to attract men to the churches.
Young men were the target of these new masculine leisure activities,
especially sports, which were intended to stop the leakage of boys from
the church when they reached adolescence and to counter the more
rough leisure life paraded on street corners and in taverns, pool halls,
and theatres.121
Unfortunately, the records and the minutes of Calvin’s Men’s League
are not available, so it is not possible to determine members’ marital
status, their role in the church, or their involvement in other organizations.
The brief statements in the annual reports do suggest, however, that the
League was different from other organizations in the church. Unlike the
Ladies’ Aid, which stated that its central objectives were the spiritual
and material advancement of the congregation, one main objective of
the Men’s League was the promotion of sociability.122 Also, although the
League initially met weekly as did all the other organizations, by 1924 it
119 Todd Stubbs, in his examination of church activity at Earlscourt Methodist Church, explains that
after 1914 there was a decline in the number of men involved in the leading men’s church
association as a result of overseas service as well as the removal of soldiers from the home to
nearby barracks (“‘At the Service of the People’,” p. 55).
120 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1910, 1911, 1915, 1923–1925. Like Calvin’s
Men’s League, the membership of the Men’s Brotherhood at Laidlaw was also precarious. Men
from the congregation had to be urged to cooperate. See Hamilton Spectator, October 5, 1920.
121 Retaining adolescent girls, but especially boys, after they had left Sunday School was a serious
concern for the Protestant churches. The churches understood that providing activities for these
young men and women was crucial to their membership and recruitment efforts. Non-
denominational bodies like the YMCA and YWCA also helped in this recruitment effort, using
organized leisure programming to draw young men and women back into the churches. See
Patricia Dirks, “Reinventing Christian Masculinity and Fatherhood: The Canadian Protestant
Experience, 1900–1920,” in Christie, ed. Households of Faith, p. 98. David McLeod, in his study
of the YMCA in the United States and Canada, argues that the activities offered at the YMCA
were directed more at middle-class boys and were meant to protect them from the more corrupt
activities in which lower-class boys participated. See David MacLeod, “A Live Vaccine: The
YMCA and Male Adolescence in the United States and Canada, 1880–1920,” Histoire sociale/
Social History, vol. 11, no. 21 (May 1978), p. 8. The YWCA organized activities for single
working women, such as swimming and indoor sports. These activities were meant as an
alternative to less desirable amusements like visiting vaudeville and burlesque houses, dance
halls, and amusement parks. See Carolyn Strange, Toronto’s Girl Problem: The Perils and
Pleasures of the City, 1880–1930 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), pp. 122–123, 181,
186.
122 APCC, Annual Report of Knox Presbyterian Church, 1907.
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was meeting every alternate week.123 Its demise the following year indi-
cates the difficulty the League had retaining its membership, a problem
reported by none of Calvin’s other organizations. The story of Calvin’s
Men’s League is a prime example of the efforts made by churches
during this period to reach out to young men, but demonstrates that
churches could not compete against the plethora of leisure activities avail-
able to single and married men in the city. This did not mean, however,
that churches conceded defeat. Calvin continued to propose new ways to
draw in young men. In March and April of 1922, for example, there was
discussion of forming an athletic club at the church and joining the
Hamilton Protestant Church athletic union as well as retaining the part-
time service of an athletic instructor or supervisor.124
Not all of the church organizations were exclusively male or female. For
both young men and women at Calvin, there was the Junior “Live Wire”
Bible Class and the Junior and Senior Christian Endeavour Society. The
Junior Bible Class prepared girls and boys, ages 14 to 19, as future
Sunday School teachers. While religious activities were the mainstay of
this organization, the 45 members of the class also spent leisure time
together on hiking trips and at other social events. The Junior Christian
Endeavour Society provided girls and boys between the ages of 8 and
14 with both spiritual and social activities. At their Friday night meetings,
members sang hymns and memorized biblical passages. They also could
look forward to their monthly social evening.125 The members of the
senior group spent time with other young adults raising funds at the
peanut social, Christmas banquet, and St. Patrick’s concert, organizing
community outreach events, which saw them visiting the House of
Refuge and singing music at the Aged Women’s Home, and holding a
joint meeting with the Young People’s Society at the City Mission.
Planning social events was also important to the young men and women
of this organization. The Valentine’s Day, April Fool’s Day, and
Hallowe’en socials were events that members could look forward to with
great anticipation.126 The members of this senior group also played
sports. They requested and were granted permission to instal baskets on
the walls of the Sunday School so the young people of the church could
play basketball.127 What makes this request so interesting is that it suggests
that young men and women played sports together.
There were also church groups for single and married men and
women. The Adult Bible Class, for example, recorded 101 members
123 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1924.
124 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Session Minutes, March 8, 1922; April 12, 1922.
125 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1922, 1924.
126 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1923–1925.
127 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Session Minutes, March 8, 1922.
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in 1924, with an average attendance of 40. This class was dominated by
women; just over half the 37 members in 1926 were single females while
another quarter were married women. That only one-quarter of the
members were male, 6 per cent being single men, again underscores
the fact that women were more likely to be involved in the church.128
In addition to its weekly meetings, the Adult Bible Class could look
forward to social evenings at the homes of its members.129 These meet-
ings also gave participants an opportunity to practise their debating
skills. In April and May 1918 topics of debates included “Sabbath day
should be observed on the seventh day in the week,” “Resolved that
the newspapers in Hamilton have more influence than the Holy
Bible,” and “Resolved that wealth is more beneficial than learning.”130
Men and women could also enjoy mixed-gender recreational activities
like the Hallowe’en festival and carpetball games.131 They reached out
to those in need in the community by donating money to causes like
the Spectator and Presbyterian Fresh Air Club, as well as the
Christmas basket fund, which supplied all needy families in the north
end regardless of their religion.132
Another church organization that attracted married and single men and
women was the choir. Like the Adult Bible Class, single women were the
most likely to join the choir, constituting almost half of the membership. In
contrast to the Adult Bible Class, almost half of the choir members were
men, and just over one-third of them single. That the choir was one of the
groups, other than the exclusively male Men’s League, in which men par-
ticipated may suggest that men liked to sing, but young single men may
also have considered joining the choir as an opportunity to socialize
with young women.133 While Calvin’s choir provided the congregation at
Sunday service with old and new anthems as well as quartettes and
solos, membership was not only about music; members organized a
number of picnics, social evenings, and a garden party.134
The number of mixed-sex organizations at Calvin suggests that during
this period the church endeavoured to provide an alternative to other
128 Of the 37 members in the Adult Bible Class Register for 1926 and 1927, 51% were single women,
27% were married women, 16% were married men, and 6% were single men (APCC, Calvin
Presbyterian Church, Adult Bible Class Register, 1926–1927).
129 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1923, 1924, 1925.
130 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Bible Class Minutes, May 6, 1918; April 7, 1918; May 26, 1918.
131 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Bible Class Minutes, September 14, 1921; February 9, 1922.
132 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1925.
133 Of the 25 choir members listed in the 1922 annual report, 44% were single women, 12% were
married women, 28% were married men, and 16% were single men (APCC, Annual Report of
Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1922). Brown argues that music connected men to religion (The
Death of Christian Britain, p. 138).
134 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1923, 1924.
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heterosocial leisure spaces like dance halls, amusement parks, and vaude-
ville and music theatres.135 Calvin’s efforts support David Marshall’s argu-
ment with respect to the emergence of these “multi-faceted” institutions.
Marshall asserts that “it was difficult to resist pressure to make
Christianity a commodity that would guarantee some form of recreation
or entertainment, satisfaction or contentment, or social and material
improvement so that it would have some currency in consumer
society.”136 The array of activities for young people also supports Joan
Sangster’s claim that the church was as much a space for socializing as it
was for religious devotion. It was a place where young working women
could meet their future husbands.137
One additional interesting feature of Calvin’s associational life was that
various events hosted by the organizations were not exclusive to members,
but included members’ friends as well. The social events of the Senior
Christian Endeavour Society were attended by members’ friends, as
were the annual picnics of the Ladies’ Aid and Sunbeam Circle and the
concerts organized by the Men’s League.138 While the inclusion of
members’ friends in the associational life of the church may have been
part of an effort to boost church membership, it also speaks to Calvin’s
inclusiveness and demonstrates that the arms of this church reached
beyond church membership.
Other working-class churches in the city offered similar recreational and
social activities for their congregants. Laidlaw Church, noting an absence
of recreational opportunities in the area where the church was to be built,
included in its new building an auditorium that could accommodate 700, a
ladies’ room, games room, and men’s reading room, as well as a bowling
alley and gymnasium in the basement.139 Providing a space for young
people was also a priority at Laidlaw Church, especially since the involve-
ment of young people dropped off after they left Sunday School. In early
1922 it supported the recommendation of the Hamilton Presbytery that
135 In small-town Ontario in the late nineteenth century, there were only a few acceptable heterosocial
leisure spaces. While ice skating and roller skating were supervised and thus respectable activities
for courtship, theatres and dancing were characterized as less respectable (Marks, Revivals and
Roller Rinks, pp. 127–133). Heterosexual leisure space in urban Ontario in the early twentieth
century was beginning to expand (Strange, Toronto’s Girl Problem, pp. 119–123; Heron, “Boys
Will Be Boys”, pp. 47–48; Sangster, Earning Respect, pp. 88–97).
136 David Marshall, Secularizing the Faith: Canadian Protestant Clergy and the Crisis of Belief, 1850–
1940 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), pp. 128–129.
137 Sangster, Earning Respect, p. 90. In her examination of courtship and marriage in the industrial
community of Welland, Ontario, in the 1930s and 1940s, Catherine Gidney similarly finds that
the church was an important place for courtship. See Catherine Gidney, “The Dredger’s
Daughter: Courtship and Marriage in the Baptist Community of Welland, Ontario, 1924–1944,”
Labour/Le Travail, vol. 54 (Fall 2004), pp. 136–137.
138 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1911, 1922, 1924, 1925.
139 Hamilton Spectator, July 14, 1913.
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the Social Service Council of the Presbyterian Church appoint an insti-
tutional officer at the church to guide the physical and spiritual welfare
of the young people.140 These efforts produced a large increase in youth
activity.141 Sports activities were an important feature at Simcoe Street
Methodist, which also had a sewing school.142 Young parishioners at
St. Lawrence Catholic Church could also join sports teams and use the
basement for games and recreation.143
The extensive activities offered by these working-class churches support
George Addison’s assertion that one notable difference between the
working-class and the more elite churches in Hamilton was the former’s
provision of extensive social and educational programmes. Working-class
churches, he argues, had larger halls, smaller sanctuaries, and many pro-
grammes for neighbourhood women and children.144 This was clearly the
case at Calvin Presbyterian, which offered residents in the north end of
Hamilton not only a spiritual outlet, but a valuable social, recreational,
and educational space at the same time. The multi-functional character
of these churches raises the question of their role in working-class neigh-
bourhoods. A number of studies focusing closely on congregational life
and community have found that churches acted as anchors in communities
and nurtured a sense of community identity.145 Nancy Ammerman’s
characterization of churches as “part of a community’s institutional infra-
structure” accurately captures the role churches played in Hamilton’s
working-class neighbourhoods.146 As two former residents of the north
end of Hamilton comment, Calvin Presbyterian and Simcoe Street
140 Hamilton Spectator, January 12, 1922.
141 Ibid.
142 Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches,” pp. 50, 52, 65.
143 Hamilton Herald, October 2, 1909; Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches,”
p. 50. Enrico Cumbo, in his study of the religious practices of Italian immigrants in Hamilton and
Toronto, also finds that the Catholic Church was trying to reach out to young people by offering
social activities like bowling, theatre, and recreation and sports clubs (“Salvation in
Indifference,” p. 220).
144 Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches,” p. 50. St. David’s Presbyterian
Church had to have an addition to accommodate its religious and social programmes (Addison,
“A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 33). Addison makes this
conclusion based on his findings from local newspaper reports of church activities at Simcoe
Street Methodist and St. David’s Presbyterian. What makes Calvin Church exceptional is that its
annual reports still exist. These reports are an invaluable resource providing a detailed
description of the multitude of activities that took place at the church.
145 Nancy Ammerman, Congregation and Community (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
1997), pp. 346, 363; Stephen Warner, New Wine in Old Wineskins: Evangelicals and Liberals in a
Small-town Church (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), p. 27; Jay Dolan, The
American Catholic Experience: A History from Colonial Times to the Present (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1985), p. 204.
146 Ammerman, Congregation and Community, p. 346.
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Methodist for Protestants and St. Lawrence for Catholics were centres for
the religious and social activities of north-enders.147
Churches were also important institutions in ethnic communities. There
is a rich historiography, for example, on the Catholic Church that demon-
strates it was a vital cultural force for different ethnic groups. American
historian Jay Dolan, for example, argues that Catholic churches were the
foremost cultural institutions immigrants created.148 These ethnic parishes,
where immigrants could listen to services in their mother tongue and prac-
tise devotions and customs from the old country, brought people together
and helped to foster a sense of community.149 A few studies of Catholic
churches in Hamilton have similarly noted that ethnic parishes became
social and cultural centres in their communities.150 Hamilton’s Catholic
churches, however, were not alone in providing cultural continuity for
their different ethnic groups. Although it was not possible to make con-
clusive statements about the ethnic identity of members at Calvin
Presbyterian, some other working-class churches in the city fostered
ethnic identity.151 Wentworth Street Mission was a church home for
Scottish immigrant workers and their families.152 Laidlaw Presbyterian
reached the large influx of British immigrants in east-end Hamilton, and
St. Luke’s Anglican attracted British immigrants in the north end.153
Strikingly, some of these churches, unlike their Catholic counterparts,
drew in immigrants who had not necessarily been churchgoers before
they arrived. An article in the Hamilton Spectator, commemorating the
seventh anniversary of Laidlaw Presbyterian, commented that people
147 Lawrence Murphy and Philip Murphy, Tales from the North End (Hamilton: Permanent Press,
1981), pp. 41, 53.
148 Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, p. 162.
149 Dolan, The American Catholic Experience, p. 204.
150 Synge, “Immigrant Communities – British and Continental European – in Early Twentieth-century
Hamilton, Canada.” p. 46; Cumbo, “Salvation in Indifference”; Zofia Shahrodi, “The Experience of
Polish Catholics in the Archdiocese of Toronto, 1905–1935,” in McGowan and Clarke, eds.
Catholics at the “Gathering Place”, p. 146; Heron, “Working-class Hamilton,” p. 336.
151 It has been more difficult to make conclusive statements about the ethnic identity of congregants at
Calvin Church. However, marriage records suggest that ethnic identity may have influenced church
involvement. Of the 182 men and women married at Calvin between 1909 and 1920, half were
British born — 32% from Scotland and 18% from England. Almost 40%, however, were
Canadian born, and the ethnic background of their families could not be determined (APCC,
Calvin Presbyterian Church, Marriage Register, 1909–1920).
152 Addison, “A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 16; The Presbytery
of Hamilton, 1836–1967, p. 102.
153 Hamilton Spectator, October 5, 1920; Smith, “The Dialectics of Faith: Laity, Clergy, and Church Life
in Three Hamilton Anglican Parishes,” p. 146; Smith, “Working-class Anglicans”, pp. 127–128.
Knowles, in his study of religious life in Crowsnest Pass, finds that, for English and Scottish
miners, the church was a proclamation of ethnic identity and differentiated them from Catholic
labourers from southern and eastern Europe (“Christ in the Crowsnest”, p. 60).
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who had seldom or never attended churches back home were now finding
pleasure in the different services the church offered.154
Children in the Church
One final distinctive feature of these churches was the integral role they
played in the lives of working-class children, even if church was not a
regular part of the lives of their parents. For many working-class parents
in Hamilton, it was important that their children be baptized and attend
Sunday School. Between 1909 and 1929, 387 baptisms were recorded in
Calvin’s Baptismal Register. Of these, 85 per cent were working-class chil-
dren, a higher proportion than the percentage of church members in this cat-
egory (Table 6).155 Similar proportions characterized Laidlaw, St. Lawrence,
and St. Alban’s churches. At both Laidlaw and St. Lawrence churches,
83 per cent of the children baptized can be categorized as working class
(Table 7). St. Alban’s Church had the highest percentage of working-
class baptisms, with an astounding 94 per cent. A breakdown of skilled,
semi-skilled, and unskilled for all four churches demonstrates that skilled
workers predominated among the parents of children who were baptized.
Almost two-thirds of the children baptized at Laidlaw and St. Lawrence
churches and just over 40 per cent of the children baptized at
St. Alban’s Church had fathers in the skilled worker category. While
there were fewer categorized as semi-skilled for these three churches com-
pared to Calvin Church, the percentage of unskilled was comparable. The
most striking finding in the baptismal register of Calvin Church is the
number of non-members who baptized their children.156 Almost half of
154 Hamilton Spectator, October 5, 1920. Jane Synge and George Addison similarly found that British
and Scottish immigrants attending church in early-twentieth-century Hamilton may not have
attended church back home. They see the church as an important vehicle for integrating these
immigrants into Canadian society. See Synge, “Immigrant Communities — British and
Continental European — in Early Twentieth Century Hamilton, Canada,” pp. 33, 46; Addison,
“A Presbyterian Mission in Industrial Hamilton Becomes a Church,” p. 33. Knowles, in his study
of the role of religion in the mining towns of Crowsnest Pass, does not comment on whether
these British workers attended church back home, but argues that a strong Protestant faith as
well as labour protest and organization were two traditions that British workers brought with
them to the Crowsnest Pass (“Christ in the Crowsnest”, p. 59).
155 It is possible that working-class families were larger than middle-class families, and the higher
proportion could indicate that there were more working-class children. My previous research of
three churches in late-nineteenth-century Hamilton also suggests that members of the working
class were baptizing their children. An examination of the baptismal registers at two Anglican
churches, Christ’s Church Cathedral and its mission church, St. Luke’s, showed that two-thirds to
three-quarters of those children baptized were members of the working class. Although in the
case of Christ’s Church the majority were children of skilled workers, at St. Luke’s Church the
number of children of skilled workers was only slightly higher than the number of children of
unskilled workers. See Melissa Turkstra, “Towards an Understanding of the Relationship
Between the Working Class and Religion” (MA Cognate Paper, McMaster University, 1998).
156 Being considered a church member required attending church and communion services regularly.
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the parents who had their children baptized were non-members, 190 of 387
(Table 6).157 Were there any noticeable differences between church
members and non-members who baptized their children? While the per-
centage of baptisms of working-class babies was almost identical, a
smaller proportion of non-members came from the category of skilled
worker and slightly more from the category of semi-skilled worker.
Working-class parents not only baptized their children; they also sent
them to Sunday School. The number of students attending Sunday
School at Calvin Church steadily increased from 306 in 1910 to 437 in
1923.158 At Simcoe Street Methodist Church, the 200 to 300 students
who attended Sunday School surpassed attendance at Sunday worship.159
Enrolment at these Sunday Schools paled in comparison to the Sunday
School at Laidlaw Church. In January 1920 there were 650 students on
its Sunday School roll, with a maximum attendance of 377. Two years
later enrolment had increased to an astounding 902 students, with a
maximum attendance of 600.160 Again, the striking feature is that the
parents of these students were not necessarily church members. An
TABLE 6: Calvin Church Baptisms by Church Membership and Occupational Group,
1909–1929
Church
member Non-member Total
Occupational group No. % No. % No. %
Professional 2 – 1 – 3 1
Self-employed 9 2 4 1 13 3
Supervisors 7 2 1 – 8 2
Clerical 9 25 9 25 18 5
Service – – – – – –
Skilled workers 81 21 60 16 141 37
Semi-skilled workers 46 12 55 14 101 26
Unskilled workers 43 11 43 11 86 22
Working-class total 170 44 158 41 328 85
No occupation designated – – 17 5 17 5
Total 197 51 190 49 387 100
Source: APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Baptismal Records, 1909–1929; Hamilton
City Directory.
157 Unfortunately, I was unable to determine whether the parents of children baptized were church
members or non-members for the other three churches.
158 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Church, 1910, 1911, 1915, 1922, 1923.
159 Addison, “Life and Culture of Three ‘Blue Collar’ Churches in Hamilton,” p. 50.
160 Hamilton Spectator, January 22, 1920; January 12, 1922.
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examination of the register of the primary department of the Sunday
School at Calvin Church demonstrates that more than half of the
parents of these students were non-members.161 The church was aware of
this problem, and in 1922 a committee was asked to secure a list of
names of Sunday School children’s parents who did not attend church
and provide this list to the elders.162 Laidlaw Church was also concerned
that 300 of the students attending its Sunday School were from homes
that were in no way connected to the church.163 Like Calvin, Laidlaw
responded to this problem by making an effort to contact parents who
did not attend services. Children were sent home with circulars of
TABLE 7: Baptisms by Occupational Group for Laidlaw Presbyterian, St. Alban’s
Anglican, and St. Lawrence Catholic
Laidlaw
1912–1929
St. Alban’s
1915–1923
St. Lawrence
1900, 1905,
1910, 1915,
1920, 1925
Occupational group No. % No. % No. %
Professional 1 0.5 – – – –
Self-employed 18 6.0 1 0.5 14 7.0
Supervisors 6 2.0 3 2.0 5 2.5
Clerical 15 5.0 3 2.0 5 2.5
Service – – – – – –
Soldier 7 2.5 2 1.0 2 1.0
Skilled workers 160 55.5 95 59.0 88 41.0
Semi-skilled workers 30 10.5 18 11.0 30 14.0
Unskilled workers 50 17.0 39 24.0 45 21.0
Factory work (unspecified) – – – – 15 7.0
Working-class total 240 83.0 152 94.0 178 83.0
Occupation not determined 2 1.0 1 0.5 9 4.0
Total 289 100.0 162 100.0 213 100.0
Source: UCA, Laidlaw Presbyterian Church, Baptismal Records, 1912–1929; Archives
of the Anglican Diocese of Niagara, St. Alban’s Church, Baptismal Records,
1915–1923; St. Lawrence Church, Baptismal Records; Hamilton City Directory.
161 The Primary Department of Calvin Sunday School registered 259 students between 1922 and 1930.
Of the students’ parents, 51% were non-members compared to 26% who were church members.
I was not able to determine definitively the membership of 59 of the students’ parents because
their addresses were not recorded. See APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Sunday School
Primary Department Register, 1922–1930.
162 APCC, Calvin Presbyterian Church, Sessional Minutes, April 12, 1922.
163 Hamilton Spectator, January 22, 1920.
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Forward Movement literature and letters asking parents to cooperate in
matters of home religion, and each home was also visited by a representa-
tive of the church.164
That a significant proportion of the parents who baptized their children
were not church members was not unusual. Historians investigating the
religious practices of the working class have similarly found that the chil-
dren of parents who did not attend church participated in the rites of
passage and church organizations like the Sunday School and conclude
that the church was a normal part of the lives of working-class boys and
girls.165 Why was it so important for parents who were not church
members to baptize their children and send them to Sunday School?
Working-class parents had both secular and spiritual motives for involving
their children in church life. For example, parents might decide to baptize
their children to provide them with an identity and parents with respect-
ability in the local community. Parents might have also believed that
baptism guaranteed a child a Christian burial and eternal welfare.166 It is
more difficult to ascertain why working-class parents sent their children
to Sunday School. In mid-nineteenth-century Britain, parents could rely
on the Sunday School to teach their children how to read and write, but
by the early twentieth century, with the advance of public education,
Sunday Schools were no longer a place to receive academic education.167
British historian Hugh McLeod cites four reasons why parents may have
164 UCA, Laidlaw Presbyterian Church, Sessional Minutes, October 25, 1925. Susan Reed, in her study
of Sunday Schools in Ontario, also finds that families listed on the Sunday School roll were sent
religious literature. See Susan Reed, “The Reform Movement of the Sunday School of the
Methodist Church of Canada, as it Applies to Ontario, 1884–1924” (MA thesis, University of
Toronto, 1988), p. 22. Protestant churches during this period attributed unsatisfactory gains in
membership to parental neglect of religious education in the home. To demonstrate to parents
that religious training was, in fact, their responsibility, churches sent religious literature home
with the children who attended Sunday School. For a more detailed account of the attempt by
the Protestant churches to draw in more adolescents, see Dirks, “Reinventing Christian
Masculinity and Fatherhood,” pp. 293–297, 305–310.
165 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 42; Knowles, “Christ in the Crowsnest,” pp. 60–61; O’Dell,
“The Class Character of Church Participation in Late Nineteenth-century Belleville,” p. 184;
Hugh McLeod, Piety and Poverty: Working-class Religion in Berlin, London, and New York,
1870–1914 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1996), p. 176; Green, Religion in the Age of Decline,
p. 22.
166 See Francis Knight, The Nineteenth-century Church and English Society (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), p. 86; Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 42; Williams, Religious Belief
and Popular Culture in Southwark, pp. 101–102.
167 Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, pp. 127, 137; Green, Religion in the
Age of Decline, pp. 214–216; Ainsworth, “Religion in the Working-class Community,” p. 363;
McLeod, Religion and Society in England, p. 79; Reed, “The Reform Movement of the Sunday
School of the Methodist Church,” pp. 13, 80; Rev. W. L. Brown, “The Sunday School Movement
in the Methodist Church in Canada, 1875–1925” (Master of Theology thesis, University of
Toronto, 1959), p. 86; Stubbs, “‘At the Service of the People’,” pp. 76–77.
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sent their children to Sunday School. First, parents may have appreciated it
as an easy way to gain a few peaceful hours of rest. Secondly, for parents
with strong religious beliefs, Sunday Schools provided important religious
and moral education.168 Even parents who did not attend church and ques-
tioned beliefs understood that religion was an accepted custom and a
necessary part of becoming a decent adult. Thirdly, there were material
benefits. Children could receive meal tickets at Sunday School, and
Sunday School attendance could establish a family as among the deserving
poor. Finally, high Sunday School attendance among the working class
may simply be attributed to the fact that children enjoyed it.169 At Calvin
Church, Sunday School scholars could participate in activities like the
annual picnic, held in one of the city’s parks and attended as well by stu-
dents’ parents and friends. They probably also looked forward to the
annual Christmas tree festival, which included a visit from Santa and a
gift.170 Sarah Williams finds that another reason for sending children to
Sunday School was that it was a way to connect the family with the
church.171
What working-class parents could expect their children to learn in
Sunday School is easier to assess. Between 1875 and 1925 the Sunday
School was experiencing many changes. Churches understood that the
Sunday School was vital to their future and saw it as an important
vehicle to increase church membership.172 Sunday School during this
period was influenced by the advances in public education. Children
could expect to be taught by better-trained teachers, to be grouped into
classes according to age, and to participate in discussion and projects.173
The Sunday School was less exclusively focused than in the past on biblical
catechism and personal salvation, now adding teaching about social con-
sciousness, morality, and spirituality. In addition to reading and reciting
scriptures and singing hymns, children were provided with a lesson
study, in which the teacher would read a passage from the Bible, explain
168 See also O’Dell, “The Class Character of Church Participation in Late Nineteenth Century
Belleville,” p. 183.
169 McLeod, Religion and Society in England, pp. 81–82. There was no evidence in Calvin’s records to
suggest there were material benefits for children attending Sunday School.
170 APCC, Annual Report of Calvin Presbyterian Church, 1911, 1915, 1923, 1925.
171 Williams, Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, p. 126.
172 Brown, “The Sunday School Movement in the Methodist Church,” p. 151; Reed, “The Reform
Movement of the Sunday School of the Methodist Church,” p. 12; Stubbs, “‘At the Service of
the People’,” p. 78.
173 Teacher training courses as well as numerous publications guided teachers in how to develop lesson
plans. Periodicals included scriptural texts, lesson plans for each department of the Sunday School,
background information on people, places, and customs in the biblical stories, and illustrations of
how to lead a Christian life. See Brown, “The Sunday School Movement in the Methodist
Church,” pp. 101, 152, 154; Reed, “The Reform Movement of the Sunday School of the
Methodist Church,” pp. 7, 22, 25–29.
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to the class what lesson was to be learned from the passage, and then
discuss with the class how the lesson could be applied to the conditions
and circumstances of their own lives.174 These moral lessons taught children
how to apply Christian ideals like purity, brotherhood, kindness, truthful-
ness, fair dealing, charity, and good employee/employer relations to every-
day life.175 A January 1922 issue of the Teachers’ Monthly, an instruction
journal for Sunday School teachers published by the Methodist and
Presbyterian Churches in Canada, for example, instructed teachers on
relating a lesson to the causes of current social and industrial unrest and
demonstrated that the only solution to industrial disputes was instilling
in people the spirit of brotherhood.176 Like the writers in the religious
press, Sunday School teachers emphasized the role of Christianity in bring-
ing about social harmony.
Conclusion
This examination of working-class church life in Hamilton provides a
window into the relationship between the working class and religion in
the early twentieth century. In this large industrial setting, many workers
could and did attend churches in their neighbourhoods that were predomi-
nantly working class. Workers did not have to attend church with their
employers or supervisors. Any contact with the middle class was with
those in clerical positions or the self-employed, who were most often
small business owners and lived in the same neighbourhoods. Both, as
I have shown, earned salaries comparable to those of skilled workers
and likely shared similar lifestyles. The class divisions of the workplace
were therefore not a part of working-class church life.177
A closer examination of church membership underlines the gendered
dimensions of church-going. In Hamilton, as in other towns historians
have studied, women were more likely than men to be church members,
and more church members were married than single. While some
married men attended church, very few single men did. The higher pro-
portion of women in these churches supports the contention of feminist
historians that secularization requires a gendered analysis. The theory of
secularization, they argue, takes into account male religious activities but
ignores women’s experience.178 That churches did not debate ways to
reach working-class women suggests that these women were not alienated
from the churches to the same extent as were men. The rich associational
174 UCA, Teachers’ Monthly, January 1 and 8, 1922.
175 Reed, “The Reform Movement of the Sunday School of the Methodist Church,” pp. 33, 42–43, 96.
176 UCA, Teachers’ Monthly, January 1, 1922.
177 For this suggestion, see Christie and Gauvreau, “Modalities of Social Authority,” pp. 7–8.
178 Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks, p. 218; Van Die, “Revisiting ‘Separate Spheres’,” p. 235; Williams,
Religious Belief and Popular Culture in Southwark, p. 16.
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life the working-class churches offered women further underscores the
churches’ important role in their lives. Not only were there more church
organizations for single and married female church members, but these
organizations were more stable than male organizations, and they played
a more vital role in financially sustaining the churches.
Determining that a church had a predominantly working-class congrega-
tion and looking at the gender dimensions of church-going, I have argued,
are only the first steps to understanding working-class church life. In this
study, I have also been particularly interested in looking at the distinctive
ways the working class incorporated Christianity into their lives. Nancy
Ammerman writes that churches are “living networks of meaning and
activity, constructed by the individual and collective agents who sustain
them.”179 Her study of congregations and community offers a useful frame-
work to examine the activities and values that were important to members
of Hamilton’s working-class churches. First, she argues that congregations
have their own patterns of activity.180 The first pattern of activity evident in
Hamilton’s working-class churches was their Sunday services. A careful
examination of sermon titles suggests that the working class went to
church on Sundays to listen to a strong gospel message. The most compel-
ling evidence of this attraction to a more traditional evangelicalism was the
participation of these churches in the campaign of British evangelist Gypsy
Smith in September 1928. Another pattern of activity was the work of
decision-making bodies. At Calvin Presbyterian, the annual Session and
Board of Managers’ reports demonstrate the importance of Calvin becom-
ing a self-governing and self-supporting body. Calvin Presbyterian and
other working-class churches in the city also established themselves as pro-
viding a range of social, recreational, and educational activities. Calvin
Presbyterian’s rich and diverse associational life, for example, included
working together to raise funds to sustain the church and assist other
working-class families in their neighbourhood who were experiencing
economic difficulty, as well as debating, acting, playing sports, singing,
and dancing. Particularly interesting about this dynamic associational life
is that activities extended beyond church membership to include
members’ friends. The final distinctive pattern of activity was the irregular
contact of many working families to these churches. As this study reveals,
many non-attending working-class parents in Hamilton connected their
family to the church by baptizing their children and sending them to
Sunday School.
Secondly, Ammerman argues that physical artifacts are part of the
culture of a congregation and reveal its values.181 Hamilton’s working-class
179 Ammerman, Congregation and Community, p. 346.
180 Ibid., p. 56.
181 Ibid., p. 58.
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churches were not grand, ostentatious structures, but small, modest buildings
that had smaller sanctuaries and larger halls. The physical structure of these
churches not only reflected the economic circumstances of the working class,
but they demonstrate that social, recreational, and educational programmes
were an integral part of church life. The physical structure of these churches
also suggests that they were approachable spaces and inclusive of everyone
in the neighbourhood.
The final aspect of the culture of a congregation that Ammerman out-
lines involves patterns of speech. The distinctive words working-class
churches used in their advertisements, like “friendly” and “cordial,” as
well as phrases such as “strangers are welcome” and those equating the
church to a “home,” again suggest that the atmosphere of these churches
was inclusive. The repeated use of the word “gospel” in church advertise-
ments also suggests that evangelicalism was an important feature.
Stephen Warner writes that congregations are one way to communicate
social identity.182 This study of Hamilton’s working-class churches shows
the contours of working-class identity and culture, through the prism of
church activity.
APPENDIX A Classification of Occupations
MALE
Professional
Clergy
Doctor
Self-employed
Agent Fruit dealer Merchant
Baker and confectionery Grocer Milk dealer
Barber Hotel keeper Real estate agent
Builder Hide dealer Service station operator
Contractor Insurance agent Tobacconist
Farmer Lumberman Veterinary surgeon
Supervisory
Assistant foreman Chief clerk Police sergeant
Foreman Manager Superintendent
Clerical
Accountant Collector Salesman
Bookkeeper Inspector Timekeeper
Bank messenger Interpreter Traveller
Clerk Office boy Wine clerk
Service
Waiter
182 Warner, New Wine in Old Wineskins, p. 91.
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Working class
Skilled
Acid maker Furnaceman Plater
Baker Glass blower Plumber
Blacksmith Granite cutter Policeman
Boat builder Horse shoer Polisher
Boiler maker Knitter Printer
Bricklayer Lather Repairman
Bridge builder Lineman Saw maker
Buffer Lithographer Sheet metal worker
Butcher Machinist Shoe repairer
Cabinet maker Mason Shoemaker
Candy maker Meat cutter Sign writer
Car repairer Mechanic Steel cutter
Carpenter Melter Steel roller
Cigar maker Millwright Steel smelter
Compositor Miner Tailor
Core maker Motorman Tile setter
Crane operator Moulder Tinsmith
Decorator Painter Tool maker
Draughtsman Pattern maker Typewriter repairer
Electrician Piano tuner Weaver
Engineer Pipe fitter Welder
Fireman Plasterer Wine clerk
Semi-skilled
Assembler Ice cream maker Stove mounter
Auto painter Iron worker Teamster
Bench hand Letter carrier Telegrapher
Brakeman Nail maker Template maker
Brass finisher Oil maker Textile worker
Carder Operator Tie maker
Carter Presser Tobacco roller
Chauffeur Press hand Trainman
Collar maker Riveter Trimmer
Conductor Roll turner Turner
Drill hand Rubber man Waiter
Driller Scale maker Wire drawer
Driver Steel driller Woodworker
Elevator man Steel worker
Unskilled
Car cleaner Janitor Roofer
Caretaker Labourer Shipper
Chipper Messenger Stock keeper
Choker Night watchman Switchman
Dye helper Packer Veneer hand
Fitter’s helper Porter Yard master
Folder
Factory worker (unspecified)
In this category are workers whose employer was listed, but no occupation was specified.
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FEMALE
Manual
Skilled Semi-skilled Unskilled
Baker Operator Cotton worker
Cabinet maker Factory worker
Tailor
White collar
Clerical Retail Service Service (professional)
Clerk Cashier Maid Teacher
Switchboard operator Saleslady Waitress Nurse
Time clerk
Stenographer
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